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Executive Summary (English)

Background

Plantation forest industries in Lao PDR are supported by ACIAR Project FST/2016/151 “Advancing
enhanced wood manufacturing industries in Laos and Australia”, or VALTIP3. One of the planned
impact pathways of VALTIP3 is:
Improved livelihoods of plantation growers, and greater and more secure opportunities for
employment in the plantation wood processing sector.

This research study, which was undertaken with the cooperation of the Huamchai teak processing
mill, Paklay district, Xayaboury province, addresses this topic with three research questions:

1. What are the socio-economic backgrounds and identity-status markers of female employees
at the Huamchai teakwood processing factory in Paklay?

2a. What is their income due to this employment in and how has this been spent?
2b. What is the effect of this employment on their household farming systems?

3. How can the gender balance of the Lao wood industry be improved to increase the role of

women?

The research was facilitated by one of VALTIP3’s partner organisations, the Faculty of Forest Sciences
(FFS) within the National University of Lao PDR (NUolL). Fieldwork was undertaken over 10 days from
the 28" June 2020, and interviewed district officials, mill representatives, 33 wage earning women
and 21 wage-earning men.

Key findings in relation to the research questions

1. Socio-economic backgrounds and identity-status markers of female employees

The typical female employee at Huamchai is aged in their mid-thirties, is married with children and
has completed school to lower secondary level. The fertility rate of 1.3 is low, which reflects their Lao-
Tai ethnicity, education and urban status. They are employed on a casual basis for finishing tasks such
as sanding, gluing and furniture assembly.

Mill management prioritises the employment of married women, who are seen as reliable workers
compared to single women. Positions are highly sought after, and the average female worker has
worked there for 4.1 years.

2a Income and expenditure

The average monthly income for female workers, including overtime, was $225/month. This is 38%
lower than the average monthly income for male workers of $311, which appears to reflect their more
specialized technical roles and/or work that requires strength. Overtime, which contributed
$28/month to their incomes, was gladly accepted when offered and appeared to be critical to the
livelihoods of the employees.

Female workers spent 59% of their income on consumption (mostly food), 22% on investment
(education and housing) and the remainder was saved. During the qualitative interviews, women
expressed pride at being able improve their house or send their children to higher education. The
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findings highlight the perceived importance of having a regular income to meet the needs of a modern
lifestyle, which cannot be obtained in farming.

2b. Effect of employment on the household farming system

Nineteen of the 33 workers interviewed still practised family farming, but their farming system was
focussed on rice production for self-consumption, rather than for income generation. Since they
worked at the mill almost every day, the women had little time for farming, and would leave farm
management to their husbands or relatives. The expenditure data showed that investments in
boosting farm productively were low. Wage labour for women at the factory is providing a pathway
off the family farm.

3. How the gender balance of the Lao wood industry might be improved to increase the role of women

This study showed that women are already playing an important role in the Lao wood industry, where
they are valued for their attention to detail in finishing tasks such as sanding, gluing and assembly.
This finding accords with data gathered elsewhere in Lao PDR, and highlights the relationship between
value-adding and female employment.

Women felt generally satisfied with their work and roles at the company, with pay rates (even though
they were lower than men), working hours and training all rated highly. Three areas in which women
felt less satisfied, which could provide a starting point to improve the role of women, were universal
availability of social insurance for those who wish to have it, greater opportunities for promotion and
improvements in working conditions towards pregnant and nursing women. Some of these issues
might be addressed with greater transparency in working conditions (including contracts) and by
making the transition to permanent, rather than casual, employees.

Implications of the study

Past employment studies in Lao PDR have generally focussed on the experiences of young, migrant
workers, either to Thailand (international migration) or to Vientiane (rural-urban migration) and on
the remittances that they contribute to their families. This study was exceptional, in that it examined
the impact on employment from the perspectives of older rural women, many of whom had made (or
were in the process of making) the transition from a farming livelihood to a wage labour livelihood.

The study highlights the importance of government policies to encourage and nurture rural industries,
since the demand for such employment is genuine and is greater than the positions available.
Reducing transaction costs for growers and industry would encourage more investment in wood
processing. A pathway from temporary to permanent employment should be explored with the
company, which is likely to provide better legal protection for women in such areas as maternity leave
or social insurance.
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1. Introduction

1.1 Background to the research

The 2016-2020 National Socio-economic Development Plan (NSEDP) targets rural employment to
develop the Lao industrial sector, which is expected to contribute to increased tax revenues and
reduce reliance on the low-skilled agriculture sector (NSEDP, 2016). The possibilities for economic
development in the plantation forest sector in Lao PDR are noted by the World Bank (2019), who
observe that:
Intensively managed, fast-growing and short rotation industrial plantation forests, particularly
if associated with agroforestry systems, can provide excellent opportunities for employment
in wood production, processing, and manufacturing.

Plantation forest industries in Lao PDR are supported by ACIAR Project FST/2016/151 “Advancing
enhanced wood manufacturing industries in Laos and Australia”, or VALTIP3. Objective 1 of the
VALTIP3 project is to:
Identify the key elements of the policy, governance and administrative environment that
constrain the development of plantation forests and value chains in Lao PDR, and other
constraints to improving plantation value chains, and develop strategies for engaging with this
environment and improving plantation value chains.

One of the planned impact pathways of VALTIP3 is:
Improved livelihoods of plantation growers, and greater and more secure opportunities for
employment in the plantation wood processing sector.

This study addresses this pathway, by examining aspects of the following research questions, as stated
in the VALTIP3 project document:

1. What are the factors (including private sector engagement) which need to be in place to
achieve significantly higher levels of viable domestic downstream processing to increase the
contribution to economic growth, employment generation and greater participation in
industry?

2. How can the gender balance of the Lao plantation and wood industry be improved to increase
the role of women?

Preliminary evidence gathered from a study of the teak value chain by VALTIP3 in Luang Prabang and
Xayaboury suggests that the employment potential of processing into final products can be significant,
particularly for women (Smith et al.,2018). The Huamchai processing factory in Paklay, Xayaboury, was
found to employ 230 Lao labourers including 130 women, on a monthly wood intake of only
80m3/month. Since women were preferred as employees for finishing work such as gluing and sanding
these figures suggest that female employment in processing is directly proportional to the level of

value adding. Through a more in depth study of teak production in Paklay, and Huamchai operations,
constraints for women in their existing roles can be examined, and ways in which these can be
addressed can be identified.

This study was undertaken by VALTIP3 team members and the staff and students of the Faculty of
Forest Science (FFS), National University of Laos (NUoL), which is a partner of VALTIP3.
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1.2 Paklay district, teak production and the Huamchai processing factory

Paklay is a rural district located in southern Xayaboury province, 200 km west of the national capital
Vientiane, and 68 km from the Thai border at Kenethao (Figure 1).

Mg,

- : T et \_ Vientiane S
! Ty | S

(nala
Figure 1: Research location in relation to Vientiane

The district has a population of 68,215 people (LSB, 2015), of which the majority are from the Lao
Loum ethnic group and engage in farming. Key agricultural crops are cassava, rice and maize. Mapping
undertaken by VALTIP3 has calculated that there are 2,626 ha of smallholder teak plantations in Paklay
District (Ken Boer, pers. comm., 2/2/2021): there is also an area of native teak totalling about 2,700
ha., but this area is within a Provincial Protected Area and not legally available for harvesting (Smith
et al., 2018).

The District Agriculture and Forestry Office (DAFO) reports that there were previously about 20
sawmills in the district, but this number has been reduced to four as a result of Prime Minister’s Order
PMO15 of 2016, which suspended the harvesting of production forest areas (native forest) and the
export of all unprocessed wood including from plantations, in order to reduce illegal logging and add
value within the country. With 230 workers, the 100% Thai-owned Huamchai mill is the largest
employer in the district, with the next biggest employer being the Chinese cassava factory, which
employs about 100 workers on a seasonal basis between October and January during the harvest
period.

Huamchai mill purchases about 80m3/month of plantation teak from its contractors who buy from
local plantation owners/smallholders, and converts it into a range of kiln dried products for the Thai
market, including building materials (windows, frames, doors, ceiling panels, staircases) decking and
decorative pieces (Smith et al., 2018). Based on the estimated area and age classes remaining in
Paklay, Huamchai considers that there is only enough teakwood left in the district for another 8 years
of production at its mill. They do not take wood from neighbouring Vientiane province due to high
transaction costs and lower wood quality (due to sandy soils).

10
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1.3 Research questions

The two broad research questions from the Project Document (Section 1.1) are further developed into
three specific research questions for this study as follows:

1. What are the socio-economic backgrounds and identity-status markers of female employees
at the Huamchai teakwood processing factory in Paklay?

Question 1 classifies the sample of women working at the factory by their ethnicity, household size,
age, qualifications, migration status, job position and employment type. These characteristics will be
used in the contextual analysis of the use of income and its impact on livelihoods (Question 2) and in
seeking measures to improve the role of these women (Question 3).

2a. What is their income due to this employment in and how has this been spent?
2b. What is the effect of this employment on their household farming systems?

These two closely related questions seek to understand livelihood changes due to employment in the
mill. The first considers income and its use: has it been used for general consumption to make ends
meet, or has it been used to invest in the family farm, a business or in education for children? The
second addresses the issue of agrarian transition, and whether the full-time employment is seen as a
pathway to move wholly or partially off the family farm.

3. How can the gender balance of the Lao wood industry be improved to increase the role of
women?

This question mirrors the research question given in the VALTIP3 project document and seeks to
identify the opportunities that women have to improve their roles at the Huamchai mill and how these
might be addressed.

1.4 Structure of this report

This report is structured as follows. Section 2 is a literature review that places the three research
guestions in context. Section 3 presents the quantitative and qualitative methods used in this
research and their potential limitations. Section 4 presents the analysed data and discusses it in
relation to the existing literature and the research questions, while Section 5 draws conclusions and
their implications and makes suggestions for further research.

2. Literature Review

2.1 Rural employment, income and expenditure

The agriculture and fishery sectors accounted for about 62 percent of employed persons in Lao PDR
in 2019 (World Bank, 2021). Average wages in the agriculture, fishing and forestry sector in 2017 were
1.5 million kip or about $179%/month which is lower than the national median income of 1,800,000
kip/month (S215) (DOPLA, 2019).

The most recent (2018-19) Lao Expenditure and Consumption Survey (LECS), reports that poverty is
more than three times higher in rural areas than in urban ones, even though the rural poverty rate fell
7.6% to 23.8% between 2013 and 2019 (LSB and World Bank, 2020). More than half of total

L Value in LAK converted to USD at 31/12/2017. See oanda.com.

11
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consumption (purchased and own consumption) was spent on food, with the average share of food
expenditure among rural households being 15% higher than in urban areas.

Workers in the agriculture and forestry sector often receive wages on a piecework basis. Under such
arrangements in Chinese banana plantations in Bokeo, Hmong migrants working fulltime received an
average income equivalent to $152/month (Ling, 2015), with variations due to worker productivity,
the time to fruit maturity or storm damage. Of this income, 56% was used for consumption, especially
for the purchase of motorcycles -productive investments made up only 20% of total expenditure, and
most of this went to land purchase or house construction rather than to actually developing their
farms at home.

Studies on the impact of timber plantations to rural employment in Lao PDR have focussed on the
farmer level, either in an outgrower scheme with a forestry company or as an independent plantation
owner. Phimmavong et al. (2019) and Van der Meer Simo (2020) consider that collaborative
investment models? in eucalyptus which promote both food production and trees, and which provide
employment, are successful in achieving diversified livelihood strategies for rural people, but
employment is seasonal and includes in-kind income from rice production. Rubber plantations, which
cover about 280,000 hectares in Laos (Smith et al. 2020), nominally require a workforce of about 1.5
people per hectare for tapping, but prices are highly variable, and during times of low prices trees are
often left untapped (Vongvisouk and Dwyer, 2016).

Smallholder owned teak plantations are a widespread livelihood option for thousands of households
in Luang Prabang and Xayaboury provinces, where they cover some 25,000 ha (Boer, 2019). However,
because they are not intensively managed, they represent an average of only 7% household income
over the life of the plantation (Smith et al, 2018). In Paklay, Maraseni et al (2018) compared financial
returns to three groups of actors (growers, traders and a teak processing company), and found that
all actions were profitable, although traders’ profits were considerably less than for the two other
parts of the chain: returns to mill employees were not examined.

The revised Labour Law (No. 43/NA, 24" December, 2013) sets out the requirements for employers
towards their employees. lIts principles include: the provision of employment contracts between the
employee and the employer; safe working conditions; responsibilities related to social insurance; and
right to membership of mass organisations (Article 5).

2.2 Agrarian transition

Agrarian transition has been traditionally defined as the process in which farms become progressively
larger, more mechanized and require less workers as capital becomes cheaper relative to land and
labour. Workers leave for urban areas to take up higher-paying jobs in the diversified economy, and
the number of farms goes down. The economy no longer relies upon agriculture, but industrial
production and services. While this pattern is the experience in the global North, it appears that
smallholders in south-east Asia, including Lao PDR, have defied this trend, a pattern described by Rigg
et al,, (2016) as the ‘puzzle’ of the persistent smallholder. Rigg et al. attribute this to a number of
factors, including a preference for “multi-stranded” livelihoods at household level combining on and

2 The two main types of collaborative investment models are the outgrower (or 2+3 scheme), in which the grower provides

land and labour while the company provides inputs, market and technical support and land rental (1+4) in which the
grower rents land to the company and is paid for their labour to manage the trees.
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off farm income, the informal (risky) nature of wage employment and a lack of alternative social safety
nets,? and the cultural value of land for the next generation. Cole and Rigg (2019) emphasise that
agrarian change is not simply an economic process.
“The impacts of this change in terms of widening local opportunities are transformative, and
in many cases youth and parents alike hold aspirations to engage in ‘modern life’ in Laos’
expanding towns and cities” (p. 14).

To maintain viable farming communities, DOPLA% (2019), argue that it is time to promote a people
centred approach, that recognises that the key to improved household livelihoods is “multiple sources
of income across different sectors”. Therefore, providing off farm work, particularly to rural youth, is
needed to maintain viable farming systems.

Agrarian transition also has implications from a gender perspective. In their quotation above, Cole
and Rigg echo the finding of Mills (1997) in Thailand some twenty years earlier, who found that young
Thai women who migrated to Bangkok were influenced to a large degree by seductive advertisers,
who seem to sense the vulnerability of rural people and their desire to become modern.

Amongst lowland rice farmers in southern Laos, men and women have pursued differing livelihood
strategies, with women tending to focus on off-farm income whilst men focussed on farming (Moglia
et al.,, 2020). Moglia et al. even suggest that women may actively seek to resist new agricultural
technologies, because they may “burden women in a way that detracts from generating alternative
income and producing other benefits.” Estudillo et al. (2013) observe that in Lao-Tai communities (as
in this study area), daughters traditionally inherit their parent’s land, while sons are prioritised for
education, an arrangement that encourages women to continue family farming. However, for women
born after 1981 (the majority of women in this study), this situation has evolved, with more sons
receiving land and more women seeking off-farm employment.

2.3 The role of women in the wood industry

While women are clearly underrepresented in the forestry sector overall (FAO, 2006), they might be
preferred in certain areas and sectors. In Papua New Guinea (PNG), “females were preferred for
grading tasks due to their ability to remain focused for extended periods of repetitive work and
therefore achieve higher rates of accuracy” (Hopewell and Leggate, 2017). In fact, the gender ratio in
wood processing was more balanced in PNG (66:34 in favour of male employees) than it was in
Australia (84:16). In six teak processing mills in Xayaboury (including Huamchai), Ling and Chanthapith
(2018) found that women made up close to half of all employees (Table 1).

3 Workers can always return to the farm, as demonstrated during the COVID-19 crisis in Lao PDR.

4 Department of Policy and Legal Affairs, within the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry (MAF)
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Table 1: Proportion of female workers in teak processing factories in Xayaboury®

Name of Mill Location Total Employees | No. women | % women
Huamchai Paklay 230 130 57%
Kok O Paklay 47 10 21%
Boutsady Kenthao 25 9 36%
Changsengmay Phiang 30 10 33%
Phonesavang Phiang 60 35 58%
Outhit Xayaboury 50 13 26%
TOTAL 442 207 47%

Despite their importance to the workforce, women did not always receive the same working
conditions as men. Some mills paid women lower wages because they are perceived to undertake
less ‘difficult and dangerous’ work or because they do not undertake roles that require heavy lifting
or technical skills such as saw sharpening (Sato 2020; Thammavong 2019; Smith et al., 2018). At
Huamchai, starting rates were 200THB/day (USD6.39) for men and 150THB/day (USD4.79) for women,
but the Boutsady mill paid the same wage to men and women of 50,000 kip/day (USD6.01)(Ling and
Chanthapith, 2018).°

Disparities in access to education and training opportunities may limit the ability of women to advance
professionally, compared to men. (FAO, 2018; Estudillo et al. 2013). Phouxay and Tollefsen (2011:433)
observed that even though female workers “increased their skills over time, they did not see it
translated into higher wages or better work conditions or prospects of professional advancement.”
Traditional gender norms and patriarchal structures that prioritize household tasks and family/child
care may also stifle workforce participation (FAO, 2018; Suyavong, 2019).

3. Methods

3.1 Guiding assumptions

This research is guided by elements of both the positivist and interpretive paradigms and gathers
multiple data types, which can be seen as mutually beneficial and supportive. An objective approach
to gathering data on income and expenditure and its statistical analysis (Research Question 2) enables
the results of this research to be compared with other rural employment studies (external validity).
At the same time, the study gathered qualitative data which complements and interprets what
employment means for the lives of these women in the form of transparent and authentic statements
that add richness and texture to the results.

To address the gender component of the study (Research Question 3), quantitative and qualitative
information was gathered that reflects the lived experiences of the participants, with a focus on .
uncovering existing prejudices and constraints that women face within their employment, and to
identify some answers on how these may be overcome.

> Al figures at April 2018, except for Phonesavang (December 2017).

6 Exchange rates at 1%t April, 2018 at www.oanda.com.
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3.2 Research team and positioning

The research was facilitated by one of VALTIP3’s partner organisations, the Faculty of Forest Sciences
(FFS) within the National University of Lao PDR (NUolL). Within this Faculty, rural development and
gender issues fall under the responsibility of the Forest Economics and Wood Technology department,
and all Lao members of the research team were from this department. Fieldwork was undertaken
over 10 days from the 28™ June 2020, and comprised a team of six people, as follows:
- Mr Stuart Ling, Community Development Specialist, VALTIP3, ACIAR;
- Dr Khamtan Phonetip, Head of Wood Technology Unit, Department of Forest Economics and
Wood Technology, FFS, NUoL and VALTIP3 researcher;
- Mr Khonethong Soukphaxay, Senior lecturer in Wood Technology, FFS, NUoL and VALTIP3
researcher;
- Mr Lothim Saetern, Lecturer in Wood Technology, FFS, NUoL;
- Ms Somleuthai Chaisee, Masters Student, FFS, NUoL;
- Ms Kiphet Sittivong, Masters Student, FFS, NUoL;

The study’s design and implementation actively encouraged all to contribute, with the aim of
engendering learning for the study team while producing this research. Ownership of the study is
therefore considered to be collective, rather than that of an expert researcher and subordinate
researchers.

3.3 Research Design

Research Question 1 was intended to gather basic data on the female employees at the mill in order
to provide context for the other two research questions.

To answer Research Question 2a, two key constructs were measured, with the first being an
estimation of wage income, by estimating the number of days they work (per week or month) and
multiplying their daily wage accordingly for 12 months. As it transpired, all women were required to
work fulltime, with only four days off/month which corresponded to Buddhist days off and official
public holidays, meaning that a figure of 26 days/month was used by all workers to calculate annual
salary. Note that a measure of household income (as distinct from wage income) was not included in
the questionnaire.

The second construct was an estimate of expenditure (including savings) from the wage, by firstly
asking the interviewee to rank their most important sources of expenditure, before calculating them
in monetary terms. The difference between income and expenditure was allocated to general
consumption, thereby ensuring that income and expenditure was matched. Following the
classification of Adams et al. (2012) consumption covers food and consumer goods whilst productive
investments are considered to be education, housing and business (including agriculture investments)
that help to build human and physical capital.

The qualitative data complemented the quantitative data and added context by addressing the
following topics in a semi-structured interview:

e Previous experience in wood processing;

e Past and present agricultural systems within the household;

e Satisfaction with existing working conditions and reasons;

e Perceived equality in the factory between men and women and policies towards women;

e Distribution of household duties between husbands and wives;
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e Most significant livelihood change as a result of employment with Huamchai;
e Suggestions to improve the role of women within the mill;

3.4 Data collection

The three target groups for this study, along with sampling methods, survey instruments and outputs
used are presented in Table 2. All interviews were conducted in Lao language, and translation into
other ethnic languages was not required, since all participants were fluent in Lao”.

Table 2: Sampling method, survey instrument and outputs

Target Group Sampling method | Survey Instrument Output
1. District Respondents Focus group discussion - Approval to proceed
Government allocated by - Contextual information
Paklay government
2. Teak Not applicable Semi-structured - Contextual information
Processor interview - List of potential interviewees
(Huamchai) (sampling frame).
3. Women Directed sampling | Structured interview, - Data/information to answer
earning wages Semi-structured the research questions
supplementary
interview

A description of the data collection process for each target group is given below:

1 District Government in Paklay

Key government stakeholders were the District Labour and Social Welfare Office (which takes
responsibility for labour issues), the Lao Women’s Union (LWU) Office (which takes responsibility for
gender issues) and DAFO. A two-hour focus group discussion was held at the DAFO office, with topics
being government policies for promoting rural employment for men and women, opportunities and
constraints for teak processing and labour issues. Interview notes are given in Annex 1.

2 Teak processor (Huamchai)

The Deputy Manager of Huamchai, Mr Thilasath, was interviewed at the mill's office. The semi-
structured interview format covered employee characteristics, training and qualifications, differences
in the roles between male and female employees and opportunities and constraints to improving the
role of women (Annex 1).

At the time of interview, there were only 42 women employed at Huamchai (out of normally about
120), since about half the workforce had been laid off due to COVID-19. Three of these were from
Thailand and therefore excluded, leaving a final sampling frame of 39. It was anticipated that the mill
would provide a list of names and phone numbers of these female employees which could be
randomly sampled to make up the target of 33, which is normally sufficient for normal distribution.

7 Paklay is located in an ethnic Lao area.

16



Rural Employment Study -VALTIP3 -Final (update) 30/6/2021

However, this list was not made immediately available, and the research team arranged the interviews
directly with a female mill supervisor.

3 Wage earning women
Due to a high number of orders, Huamchai was unwilling to allow the women to take time off during

working hours for interviews, which meant that interviews were arranged after working hours.

Since those surveyed were identified and invited to participate by the female mill supervisor, the
sampling method for the structured interviews may be described as directed sampling rather than the
random sampling that was originally intended. While directed sampling normally has lower statistical
validity in a quantitative survey because it may not be representative of the population, it is not
considered a limitation in this case since 33 (or 85%) of the 39 wage-earning women within the
sampling frame were represented (Table 2).

The 13 women who answered the semi-structured questionnaire were randomly chosen to participate
from the quantitative sample (also Table 3).

Table 3: Female employees surveyed in this study

Survey instrument Sampling Planned Actual Percentage
frame sample sample sampled

Structured questionnaire 39 33 33 85

Semi-structured questionnaire | 39 12 13 33

Interviews were held over four consecutive evenings, from July 1 to July 4, 2020. On the first evening,
the team undertook two pilot test interviews to assess the suitability of the structured questionnaire
and the data it provided. A team feedback session was held the following day to modify the
guestionnaire accordingly, and the test interview data was discarded: these women were not
interviewed again. Each structured interview took about 30 minutes, while the semi-structured
interview took an additional 20-30 minutes. All participants received a payment of 50,000 kip in return

for giving their time outside working hours.

In addition to the 33 women, which are the focus of this study, one of the Master’s students (Ms
Somleutai) surveyed income and expenditure data from 21 men who were also working at the mill.
That data, which provides an opportunity to compare the wage income from men and women, is
presented in Section 4.3.

3.5 Data management and analysis

All quantitative data from the interviews of 33 wage-earning women was entered into Kobo Toolbox,?

a specialised data collection program that may be used on or off line. Prior to the research starting,
the NUoL team were introduced to this program, created their own accounts and downloaded the app
prior to leaving for the field. Kobo Toolbox allows for the creation of different types of questions (such
as single answer, multiple answer, Likert scales), while voice recordings, photos and GPS points can

8 with the exception of the question on expenditure which was entered into Excel. One woman was withdrawn from the
sample of income and expenditure data only when it was discovered that she was only working part-time, leaving 32
samples to be analysed.
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also be uploaded into the server. Apart from eliminating paper questionnaires and avoiding inputting
errors, advantages of using Kobo are that it is open source, others can view the data remotely (such
as a thesis supervisor) and that it can be exported to Excel or SPSS for detailed analysis®. All data from
this study was exported to Excel file to enable a more comprehensive analysis (such as filtering,
sorting, making statistical calculations). A copy of the structured questionnaire is given in Annex 2.

The qualitative information (notes from the semi-structured interviews, as well as observations and
reflections) was typed up as Word files in English on a daily basis. This is given in Annex 3.

3.6 Ethical protection of participants

Research undertaken by VALTIP3 has been approved by the Human Ethics Committee of the Australian
National University (Protocol Number 2017/861). The NUoL team were introduced to the approved
ethical procedures during the preparations for the field visit. It was emphasised to the team that
participation was entirely voluntary, and that those interviewed could withdraw at any stage.
Additional measures adopted in this study regarding ethical protection are:

e all interviews were undertaken in a public space;

e all questionnaires did not record the names of individuals, but assigned a number for record
keeping. Phone numbers were recorded in the event that follow-up clarifications were
needed;

e quotations in this report have not been attributed to individuals.

By agreeing to answer the questionnaire or other questions, all those interviewed are considered to
have given consent in accordance with the Oral Consent Protocol . There were no participants who
refused to take part or who asked to withdraw from the interview.

The results of the study were not shared directly with the company or district officials, but feed into
the broader ACIAR project which includes reports and presentations to be shared with various in-
country partners.

3.7 Limitations of the study

Limitations to this study are:

e The narrow focus of the study on Lao-Tai women within only one wood processing factory
may limit its external validity (transportability) to other ethnic groups in other factories. As
FAO (2018:) points out, “ethnicity cannot be separated from gender”;

e With five researchers gathering the quantitative data, including two inexperienced students,
some inconsistencies in the application of the questionnaire did occur. Data cleaning on a
daily basis allowed some of these inconsistencies to be addressed;

e The gender component of this research is shallow from a technical viewpoint, since for
practical reasons (time and budget) it does not seek to gather the views of men. The
achievement of gender equality in the workplace implies changes for both men and women.

Representation issues may also constitute an addional limitation, since despite the lead authors’ 24
years of research experience in rural Lao PDR, fluency in Lao and best of intentions, he is nonetheless
attempting to draw defiinitive conclusions on the lived experiences of Lao women. The team (which

9 FFS lecturers have since included teaching in the use of Kobo Toolbox in the student curriculum.
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included five Lao researchers, two of whom were women) was aware of its positionality in relation to
the respondents, and used a reflexive approach to discuss the preliminary results and the ways in
which they may be interpreted.

4, Results and discussion

4.1 Working conditions at Huamchai mill

Huamchai normally has 230 employees (about 130 women) including ten Thai workers, but as noted
above (Section 3.4), this number had reduced at the time of survey to about 120 (42 women), due to
the impact of COVID 19 on the market. There are only four permanent staff on salaries, while the
remainder are paid daily wages even though they mostly work fulltime. The company permits wage
labourers (or casual workers) to take time off without pay when needed, such as during busy
agricultural periods, to give birth or to care for sick relatives. Wages start at 190 Thai Baht (THB) per
day for women'® and 200 THB/day for men, with raises given regularly according to work performance
and experience. Normal working hours are 8am to 5pm, with one hour for lunch and 10 minutes
during each morning and afternoon.

The mill operates according to the Buddhist calendar, so that there is normally one day off/week as
well as the standard Lao public holidays. However, the mill offers regular overtime (paid at 1.5 time)
for workers wishing to work additional hours on normal days and/or on their days off.

Huamchai management stated that it seeks employees with skills rather than formal qualifications.
Only four Lao employees (all male) have graduated from a vocational centre with specialist wood
processing skills. A number of others gained practical experience at other mills prior to beginning with
Huamchai. The company provides on the job training in accordance with the designated machinery
or tasks, and those who demonstrate aptitude can be upgraded to specialist positions such as welders
or forklift drivers'®. Production Line Supervisors, who manage about five people, are selected based
on their talents as leaders and their respect from other workers, and receive a higher daily wage.

When the mill first began operations in 2012 wage labourers had individual contracts, but these seem
to have been recently converted to a collective contract. Those signing contracts reported that these
were quite long and kept by mill management - they did not receive a copy. Some women were
offered social insurance in accordance with Article 71 of the Labor Law, which would mean that
Huamchai pays into the National Social Security Fund. However, all parties (Huamchai, the District
Labour and Social Welfare Office, or DLSW, and the women themselves) reported a lack of interest by
workers in making a contribution and so the scheme is no longer offered (this will be addressed further
in Section 4.5).

During their interview, Huamchai management was keen to emphasise their respect for Lao culture
and its social norms, including norms on gender.
We always seek to employ women, but for suitable tasks. Gender is important, but we have a
different sense of its meaning to western countries. We respect the role of women in the local
traditions of Laos.

10 This is an increase from 150 THB/day reported in 2018 (Smith et al., 2018). Because it is a Thai company, wages are paid
in THB rather than the national currency (LAK). The exchange rate at the time of survey was 8,863 LAK to one USD.

1 There were no women in these positions at the time of interview.
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4.2 Characteristics of female employees

This section addresses Research Question 1:
What are the socio-economic backgrounds and identity-status markers of female employees
at the Huamchai teakwood processing factory in Paklay?

4.2.1 Demographic characteristics

All workers interviewed were ethnic Lao, which is to be expected given that Paklay is located in an
ethnic Lao area of the country. This contrasts with those employed in two Chinese teak processing
factories in the predominantly ethnic Khmu village of Kok Ngiu, Luang Prabang, where a high
proportion of the workforce is Khmu (Smith et al., 2018). Labour migration was not addressed in the
structured questionnaire, although of the 13 semi-structured interviewees, one had moved from
Vientiane to be with relatives in Paklay and had subsequently obtained work at the mill, while another
rented in Paklay because her home village was 50 km away.

Demographic characteristics of the female employees from the structured survey are shown in Figure
2. It shows that a typical female employee is aged in their mid-thirties, is married with children and
has completed school to lower secondary level.

40-49 7
30-39 15
18-29 10
Wid/div. 2
Married 26
Single 5
6+ 9
3-5 23
2 2
3 4
1-2 21
0 9
University 1

No. in Marital
Age

Characteristic

No. of
children Household Status

Upper sec. 9

level

Lower sec. 14

Education

Primary 8

0 5 10 15 20 25 30

Number

Figure 2: Demography of female workers at the Huamchai mill (N=33)

The youngest age within the sampled cohort was 21, the oldest 45, and the average 33.4. This age
range is consistent with the stated policy of the company:
It is company policy not to employ anyone under 18. We prefer workers to be a bit older and
more responsible and would only employ an 18-year-old if it is the child of an existing worker.
New workers over 45 are also not employed [they retain existing workers over 45].

The preference for older workers at Huamchai contrasts with those starting work at garment factories
in Vientiane, in which there was a preference for younger, unmarrid workers (Phouxay and Tollefsen,
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2011). Married workers are considered “more responsible” towards their work than single workers
by mill management. Marriages between mill employees are not uncommon: of the seven married
women who participated in the semi-structured interviews, three also had husbands working in the
mill.

Each woman has 1.3 children on average, which is much lower than the average fertility rate for
women aged 34 years of age in Lao PDR of 2.6 (LSB, 2015). There was an average of 4.7 people per
household, which is slightly lower than the average household size in Lao PDR of 5.3 (LSB, 2015). These
lower figures reflect the semi-urban nature of Paklay and the sampled cohort which represented the
Lao-Tai ethnic group: fertility rates are higher in rural areas and amongst non-Lao-Tai, where
educational opportunities for women are lower and cultural norms that encourage large families are
more pronounced (LSB, 2015).

4.2.2 Length of employment and roles

On average, the sampled women had worked at the factory for 4.1 years, with four women having
reached seven years, which implies that the women employed value secure employment and that
worker turnover is low. This low turnover, combined with the policy of the mill to prioritise the
employment of married women, reduces the income-earning opportunities for local youth in the
district.

Like other studies of female employment in wood processing (Section 2.3), all 33 women performed
roles that required attention to detail, rather than physical strength, with sanding and coating being
the most common in the survey (Table 4).

Table 4: Most common roles in the mill for women

Women (N=33) Frequency
Sanding and coating 14
Assembly 7

Sizing 7

Surface planer 4
Adhesives 3

Quality control 3

Note: In some cases, employees performed more than one role in order to ensure that they remained
fully occupied.

This reflects the preference by mill management for women to undertake finishing jobs, since they
“pay attention to detail, are more patient and less wasteful of wood.” By contrast, men do the jobs
that require heavy lifting and operating machinery. Gendered norms were reflected by this statement
from mill management:
We want to give women easier work: because they have a womb they are more fragile. But
even though their roles in the mill are different, they are equally respected.

12 1he average Total Fertility Rate (TFR) is Laos is 3.2: the figure of 2.6 is calculated by analysing data from the age-specific

fertility rates given in the census data.
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Wages for finishing jobs were considered less skilled than those working machinery jobs and attracted
lower starting wages.
In general, women don’t have a background of working on or fixing machinery, so they are not
put in charge of machinery straight away.

As well as fulfilling their normal duties, three women were also production line supervisors, which
attracted a higher wage.

4.3 Worker income and expenditure

This section addresses Research Question 2a:
What is their income due to this employment and how has this been spent?

4.3.1 Income

The daily wage for the 33 female workers ranged between 195 and 390 THB (average 244). Table 5
presents descriptive statistics for their income, divided into normal time and overtime (which is paid
at 1.5 times the normal rate). Only one female worker reported doing no overtime at all. It shows
that the mean income for a female worker, including overtime, is 83,428 THB (equivalent to US$225).

Table 5: Descriptive statistics for female worker income (N=32)*3

Category Mean SD % Min. Max. Median | Mean Mean
annual (THB) (THB) (THB) Annual Monthly
(THB) (usp)* | (USD)
Normal time | 73,172 | 15,287 | 88 58,500 | 117,000 | 66,000 2,365 197
Overtime 10,257 | 5,077 12 0 23,400 10,800 332 28
TOTAL 83,428 100 2,697 225

The normal time monthly wage of US$197 (or $225 including overtime), is slightly above the reported
average wage of the agriculture, forestry and fishing sector of DOPLA (2019) of $179/month. It also
compares favourably with the average monthly wage of $150 received by migrant workers to banana
plantations in Bokeo (Ling, 2015), and the mandated minimum wage in Lao PDR of 1.1 million
LAK/month, or US$124.11 (Vientiane Times, 2019).

As explained in Section 3.4, income data was also collected for 21 male workers during the study (Table
6). The daily wage for male workers ranged between 235 and 510 THB (average 349), which is 43%
higher than the female workers. This represents a normal time monthly wage of $282, which is much
greater than the average wage for the agriculture, forestry and fishing sector. On a monthly basis,
men earn 38% more than women.

13 one respondent was removed during data cleaning due to errors and inconsistencies.

1 source: Oanda.com, 30/6/2019.
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Table 6: Descriptive statistics for male worker annual income (N=21)

Category Mean SD % Min. Max. Median | Mean Mean
annual (THB) (THB) (THB) Annual Monthly
(THB) (usp)*®> | (USD)
Normal time | 104,643 | 27,253 | 91 70,500 | 153,000 | 105,000 | 3,383 282
Overtime 10,906 9,263 9 0 35,235 8,460 353 29
TOTAL 115,549 100 3,736 311

This difference in wages can be explained by the different roles that men take in the mill (and the
perceived value of these roles). Ten of the 21 men took on roles that were not done at all by women,
with five being sawyers, three responsible for machine maintenance, one forklift driver and one kiln
operator. Three of the men surveyed were also supervisors. Of these ten positions, seven attracted
a wage of over 400 THB/day (or higher than the best paid woman)!

4.3.2 Expenditure
As noted in Section 3.3, productive investments help to build human and physical capital (such as

education, housing and business investments), whilst consumption covers food and consumer goods.
Table 7 provides a breakdown by category of actual expenditure for the 32 households. It does so
firstly on the basis of mean expenditure, and secondly by counting the number of households who
spent money on a particular category.

Overall, 59.4% of actual expenditure is used for consumption, with the number one item being rice
and other food, both in terms of total amount (at 17,524 THB/year representing 21.0% of all income)
and number of respondents (where it ties with water/electricity at 90.6%). The next highest
consumption expenditures were much lower, being for water/electricity (3,376 THB/year), truck/car
transport (2,548) and beauty products (2,032)%.

Investments, representing 22.3% of expenditure, were focussed on home improvement (5,972) and
education (5,886). There were only limited investments in agriculture, mostly for farm inputs (seeds,
)17

fertilizer, labour)*’/, and there were no reports of investing in agricultural machinery such as tractors.

Savings, at 18.3%, made up the remainder, and most women?8 reported that they participated in
informal group savings schemes, in which a regular amount per month is saved with a group of co-
workers or friends, and withdrawn to fund large purchases when the need arises.

15 source: Oanda.com, 30/6/2019.

16 Beauty products were added as a category after the pilot surveys, when their relative importance was realised. There is
societal pressure on women to look their best for social engagements (such as weddings, festivals).

17t could be argued that the purchase of annual inputs for the production of consumed food is actually a consumption
cost, rather than an investment.

18 The count of five does not reflect the total number of participants in group savings schemes, because money withdrawn

from the scheme was allocated according to the purchase.
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Table 7: Female worker expenditure by category, and distribution (N=32)

Category and Item Mean Exp. | % Total :Iec;o:::: % Total
(THB) (Exp) item (Count)
Investment
Improve/build house (add value) 5,972 7.2% 13 40.6%
Transport - truck/car (for agriculture, business) - 0.0% 0 0.0%
Buy land 1,109 1.3% 1 3.1%
Education (school, university fees) 5,886 7.1% 19 59.4%
Health (medicine, hospital costs) 886 1.1% 13 40.6%
Agriculture machinery (e.g. tractor) - 0.0% 0 0.0%
Crop investment (including seeds, fertilizer, irrigation) | 1,340 1.6% 8 25.0%
Livestock investment (including animals, fencing) 1,008 1.2% 7 21.9%
Tree plantations 80 0.1% 1 3.1%
Hire farm workers 1,984 2.4% 11 34.4%
Business (shop, restaurant) 308 0.4% 2 6.3%
TOTAL INVESTMENT 18,574 22.3%
Savings
Cash 4,899 59% |9 28.1%
Bank 4,812 5.8% 9 28.1%
Group savings scheme 4,954 5.9% 5 15.6%
Gold 246 0.3% 1 3.1%
Lent to relatives 354 0.4% 1 3.1%
TOTAL SAVINGS 15,266 18.3%
Consumption
Rice and other food 17,524 21.0% 29 90.6%
Clothing and footwear 1,853 2.2% 16 50.0%
Wedding/funeral/temple (including invitations) 1,725 2.1% 20 62.5%
Household durables (TV, fridge) 263 0.3% 3 9.4%
Electronic (phone, computer) 1,075 1.3% 9 28.1%
Transport- truck/car (convenience) 2,548 3.1% 8 25.0%
Transport - motorcycle (convenience) 1,077 1.3% 5 15.6%
Gift to relatives (not lend) 1,075 1.3% 10 31.3%
Beauty products 2,032 2.4% 22 68.8%
Water/electricity 3,376 4.1% 29 90.6%
General consumption (specific consumption unknown) | 16,877 20.3% | 32 100.0%
TOTAL CONSUMPTION 49,425 59.4%
GRAND TOTAL 83,265 100.0%

Source: Worker questionnaire (N=32).
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)1, on the

The pattern of expenditure in this study, may be contrasted with that of Ling (2015
expenditure for migrant Hmong workers undertaking labour on banana plantations in rural Bokeo
(Figure 3).
il
savings I, 5%
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Figure 3: Expenditure patterns for two studies of rural employment

Note: ‘C’ before the category denotes consumption, while ‘I’ denotes investment.

Figure 3 indicates that the Huamchai workers spend a higher proportion of their wage on food and
other necessities?? (such as electricity and water), which reflects their urban/semi-urban lifestyles and
higher disposable income. Spending on transport was lower for Huamchai workers, since many of
those working in bananas represented poor households from mountainous areas who aspired to save
for their first motorcycle. Education and housing were greater priorities for urban workers, while rural
workers spent a greater proportion on health and weddings/funerals (high wedding costs in Hmong
society, which require cattle to be sacrificed, were a motivation for several households to migrate in

Ling’s study).

The semi-structured interviews (Annex 3) highlighted the changes to worker livelihoods due to their
employment in the mill. The interviews were surprisingly candid, with several women demonstrating
a sense of pride about the way their work has improved their own lives and those of their families.
There appeared to be a sense of loyalty shown to Huamchai for making this happen.

19 A difference, which may be significant, is that Ling (2015) measures expenditure at household level while this study
measures at the level of individual workers.

204 s assumed, for the purposes of comparison, that inflation since 2015 equally affected all expenditure categories.
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I have been able to fix the kitchen and bathroom with my wage. Now the kitchen is bigger and
the bathroom has tiles and is easy to clean (Respondent 8).

I have been able to pay for my son’s education so far with my salary. | hope that he will be
able to study further, possibly to become a policeman (1).

Without this job | wouldn’t be able to survive, because there would be no money to pay for
essentials like electricity, school fees, rice/food and clothes for the family (2).

The most important thing is the house. It is not so big but it is home. It has concrete walls and
a tiled roof, with hot and cold water. | have also bought a motorcycle for my son. All this has
been done with income from the mill (4).

Even so, some women found it challenging to make ends meet, due to the high cost of raising children.
One woman had three children (two teenagers) and a husband working away.
My main concern is that the wages are not high enough, because | have only just enough to
raise my children. There is nothing left over at the end of the month — fortunately | can buy
goods on credit at one particular store without interest, and then repay them when | receive
my wage (11).

4.3.3 Discussion

The income provided by the mill is higher than the average wage for rural workers in the agriculture,
forestry and fishery sector in Lao PDR. However, their living location in Paklay, which is semi-urban,
means that their expenses are also higher. The income and expenditure findings highlight the
preference for a regular income (in food, utilities, school fees, beauty products, transport) to survive
in @ modern market economy, that an irregular farm income cannot provide. For most women, it
appears that it is simply not enough to work regular hours, and that overtime, rather than being
optional, appears to be a necessity that allows women to get through the month.

Women employed at Huamchai have been able to raise their living standards in line with increasing
social expectations. Outside bathrooms have been rebuilt inside, which provides greater convenience
and cleanliness, as well as hot water. With fewer children, there is a greater investment in education.
Weddings and other social functions require visits to the salon instead of simply doing things at home.
Food is less likely to be sourced from the farm, and more likely to be purchased for convenience: while
more expensive, it makes sense for women who are time-poor.

In a broader sense, the study highlights the positive impact of even a small amount (in this case
80m3/month of roundwood) of local timber processing to the Lao economy. Were the 32 workers
sampled to be representative of the normally 230 workers at the mill, then the total input into the
local economy would be approximately US$620,000, or US$646 for every cubic metre processed,?!
which in itself generates additional jobs in areas such as agriculture, construction, restaurants and
beauty salons. The assertions by Phimmavong et al (2020), who argue that rural employment could
be enhanced by introducing favourable plantation forestry policies, appear reasonable.

21 At June 30, 2020, when the study was undertaken.
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4.4 Effect of employment on the farming system

This section addresses Research Question 2b:
2b. What is the effect of this employment on their household farming systems?

4.4.1 Proportion of farming households in the study
The World Bank (2007:74), defines a rural farming household as one where more than 50 percent of
income is derived from agriculture. Given that the majority of women interviewed (representing 23

households, or 70%) are wholly or mostly reliant upon the mill for their income (Figure 4), then under

this definition only a minority come from farming households?2.

m All = Most = Half = Lessthan half

Figure 4: Proportion of household income earnt at the factory by each worker (N=33)

In a follow-up question however, 19 women reported having harvested rice on their own land in the
previous 12 months, which indicates that some households are still practising subsistence type
agriculture for self-consumption. These women were then asked why they would need to work in the
mill. The responses are given in Figure 5 (Note: some workers gave more than one response).

H Tired of farming

B Need to pay for daily
expenses

W Natural disaster

B Land not productive

M Land too small

Figure 5: Reasons for farming households to have a worker in the mill

22 \je cannot assume that the remainder must be farming households, since some women had husbands who were

government officials.
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Figure 5 indicates that for the majority of those interviewed, farming is no longer able to provide for
daily expenses (34%), or sufficient rice for household needs (also 34%). Only 12% appeared to be
confident in the ability of their farms to provide a livelihood (being those who responded “still have
time after doing paddy”, “want to have more money”). Figure 5 is consistent with Table 6, which
showed that mill workers are not investing in developing their farms (such as in mechanisation), but

rather are spending only a limited amount on inputs to grow rice for household consumption.

4.4.2 Constraints to viable family farming

Insights into the challenges of maintaining a viable family farm were gained from the qualitative data,
and included factors such as: numerous siblings needed to share a limited plot, a lack of irrigation
infrastructure (farms are rain-fed) and low crop prices.
I left school at 13 to work on the family farm. It relies on the rain only, so in some years there
is not enough rice to eat. In any case the farm cannot provide for six siblings. Now only one
sibling stays on the farm to help our parents (10).

My family still has paddy land on the other side of the river. | can take days off for planting
and harvesting, but have to hire labour to do these tasks. | cannot be a fulltime farmer because
I have to earn money to support the children (13).

| used to farm before working here and we had paddy land and upland fields. However, the
paddy land was done together with my brothers and sisters and the total output was
insufficient for all of us, while the government appropriated our upland maize fields because
we didn’t have permanent or temporary title (11).

For one respondent, working close to home at the mill was more convenient than going to the farm.
Before working at the mill, | farmed fulltime with my sister on our family land and we shared
the harvest. We would get about 100 bags rice in a normal year. At that time my husband
worked in construction, but work wasn’t reqular and neither was our income. The farm was
located on the other side of the Mekong river [in Vientiane province] and so it was hard to
manage since we had to go over by boat. Work in the mill is much more convenient because
it is close to the house (6).

Of the 13 qualitative interviews, only one person expressed a desire to return to farming, although
she acknowledged that it is probably out of reach.
My dream is to be able to have enough money to buy cattle, but where | live now there is no
place to raise them. There is no community livestock area in our village, and those wanting to
do so must have their own land and fence it properly. | would never borrow money to buy
cattle because it would mean using our house as collateral — | would never risk doing that (11).

There is a belief that the government should do more to generate off-farm employment as an
alternative to farming.
The government needs to provide more opportunities to local women for paid employment,
since many people need to have work. There should be more companies like Huamchai (4).
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4.4.3 Discussion

While the majority of households representing workers still farm their land for rice production, their
future does not appear to be assured. Existing farms are rain-fed and of low productivity, a situation
likely to remain unchanged given climate change as well as rising land prices in semi-urban areas such
as Paklay. Unlike some other South-east Asian countries (see Laiprakobsup, 2019), government
support in the form of subsidies or irrigation infrastructure, which might encourage them to stay on
the land, is limited. The respondents offered no viable pathways to improve their productivity with
the wages from the mill, since their appeared to be no investments in agriculture, such as for
mechanization (see Table 6)%3. Compounding this lack of investment is the finding that workers are
averaging only 1.3 children each, and that education is given a high priority by their parents — this
makes it even more likely that wage labour will provide a pathway off the family farm. It would appear
that the proposition of the “persistent farmer” (Rigg et al, 2016) is unlikely to apply in this case.

Note however, that these findings must be seen in the context of the Lao-Tai ethnic group, and may
not be transportable to other settings. Compared to other ethnic groups in Lao PDR, Lao-Tai women
have greater levels of education, marry later, have fewer children and are constrained by fewer
traditional and cultural norms, which allows them to more readily find off-farm work and a pathway
out of agriculture. Their peri-urban location, on the outskirts of Paklay, may only enhance this
transition.

4.5 Changes in gender balance to increase the roles of women

This section addresses Research Question 3.
How can the gender balance of the Lao wood industry be improved to increase the role of
women?

4.5.1 Satisfaction with working conditions at the mill

Figure 6 averages eight measures of working conditions based on a Likert scale, with a score of 1 being
very dissatisfied and a score of 5 being very satisfied. The average score for each category is indicated
in brackets.

The women were satisfied (average score above 3) with their wages, training, flexibility, OHS and
number of working hours, and less satisfied with policies for social insurance, pregnant/nursing
women, and opportunities for promotion.

The qualitative interviews provided some additional background on the satisfaction of women with
the company policies. Of the 13 women interviewed, 11 believed that the company policies were fair
towards men and women, even though it appears that gender stereotypes prevail and are reinforced.
The policies of the company towards men and women are fair, because they take the different
abilities of men and women into account. | like that | am able to take time off when | need to

(9).

Men are given the more difficult and heavier work, so it is fair that they are paid more (4).
Men do the harder work in the mill and take a greater risk, as they are more likely to get
injured. Therefore, the company policy is fair (5)

23 | southern Laos, Manivong et al. (2014) observed increasing farm mechanization to compensate for the loss of labour

as their children went to Thailand, but this may be due to better farming conditions.
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| have men working in the same section as myself, but they are paid less than me because they
have less experience (1).

current daily wage (3.55) ;=
company policy for social insurance (1.91) h‘
company policy for pregnant women and [
breastfeeding mothers (2.76) =
occupational health and safety (3.27) rh
opportunities for promotion (2.39) L
training for this job (3.45) e
flexibility to take time off (3.42) h-
number of hours of work (3.61) =-

o
N
D
[e)]
[e]

10 12 14 16 18

M very satisfied (5) M satisfied (4) M neutral (3) B dissatisfied (2) B very dissatisfied (1)

Figure 6: Satisfaction with working conditions at the mill

Source: Worker questionnaire (N=33).

Incentives for good performance, such as regular pay rises, were valued by the women and reinforced
their loyalty to the company. This contrasts to the workers in Vientiane garment factories described
by Phouxay and Tollefsen (2011), who were denied pay rises or promotional opportunities despite
years of service.

Those working well can get higher wages — | have received a wage raise every year (11).

| was very proud when the company increased by daily wage for good performance by 30
baht/day. If | have a chance to become a supervisor | will (6).

Workers were satisfied with the flexibility of the company in allowing them to take time off when they
needed. Given that women are already satisfied with their working hours and wages, it appears that
they do not perceive their positions in the mill as insecure. The statements by mill management,
which highlight their preference for married women as employees, reinforce this assertion.

Of the working conditions in Figure 6, social insurance was given the lowest score (1.91). Some insights
gained from the qualitative data are given in Box 1.
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Box 1: Social Insurance. Is it worth it?

The Lao government has promoted social insurance schemes within the private sector since 2001,
but the level of take-up nationwide is low. The Social Security Law (No.34 NA), which covers both
sickness and retirement benefits, requires a contribution of 11.5% of salary/wages, of which the
employer is meant to contribute 6%, and the employee 5.5% (this is a slightly different ratio to
that given by Huamchai management, which is 6% for the employer and 4% for the employee). As
noted in Section 4.1, Huamchai appears to have given up offering social insurance because of a
lack of interest, despite its obligations under the Law.

During the interviews, women seemed confused about the conditions for accessing social
insurance. Some reported that it was necessary to be a Trade Union member (see Section 4.5.2)
before such a benefit was available, while others thought it only covered iliness. Several
respondents stated that they would take it if it was offered by Huamchai, but only if they didn’t
have to contribute themselves.
I have heard of social insurance, but my section has not yet been offered the chance to be
members. If | have an opportunity to join, | would be interested, but only if Huamchai pays
the whole cost (1).

Others decided that they didn’t need to join the scheme.
Because my husband is a government worker, our family gets free coverage at hospitals —
therefore there is no immediate necessity to buy social insurance (12).

A 43-year-old woman, married with one son, gave a detailed response about why she didn’t need

social insurance.
Before | was in the social insurance scheme, and had to contribute 80,000 kip/month. But
I didn’t get sick, and so | felt it was a waste of money and decided to withdraw. My
husband withdrew at the same time — in fact many people withdrew at the same time, but
“we didn’t get our money back.” Last year | needed to have my appendix removed. Even
though | wasn’t insured, it didn’t cost much at the district hospital in Paklay (a bit over one
hundred thousand kip, [$13]), since the government now has subsidised health care at the
local hospital. Before an operation like this would have cost well over one million kip. |
remain confident that withdrawing from the social insurance scheme was the correct
thing to do (4).

My niece also works at Huamchai, and had a problem with her womb that the local
hospital couldn’t treat. Under the subsidised policy, she would have had to go to
Sayaboury provincial hospital for treatment. But she felt that it would be better to go
straight to Vientiane for better treatment, even though she would have to pay full costs.
After that she decided to withdraw from social security also (4).

Figure 7 assesses interest in gaining promotion (the second lowest score, at 2.39), by asking the
women whether they wished to have a different job at the mill.
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myes ®Nno ®notsure

Figure 7: Interest in having a different job at the mill
Source: Worker questionnaire (N=33).
Eleven people (or one-third) expressed an interest having a different job, although none specifically
requested to take supervisor positions, or as machinery operators, which might attract a higher daily

wage (Table 8). This may reflect inherent shyness rather than a lack of ambition — it could not be fully
explored in a quantitative interview.

Table 8: Type of position desired by female workers

Yes responses (position) N=11 | Yes responses (number)
Planing

Furniture assembly

Detailed work

Lighter work

WIRLR|INWIN

Up to the mill to allocate
TOTAL 11
Source: Worker questionnaire (N=11).

The company policy towards pregnant women and nursing mothers was also not widely endorsed
(2.76), since women are not paid maternity leave as casual, rather than permanent workers?*. Some
workers accepted that it was a personal responsibility which they should manage themselves, while
others felt that they are disadvantaged without some financial support.

Women have to plan for pregnancy, by saving money in advance (8).

There is no special policy towards pregnant women. If there was a small payment it would
help them to cover the time they need off (5).

24 Under the Labour Law (Article 98), “Before and after giving birth, women workers shall be entitled to at least one

hundred and five days of maternity leave.”
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A female supervisor observed:
There should be a policy to support new mothers, since now they receive nothing. They cannot
take their young children to the mill?> and if there is no one to care for them (like a
grandmother) then they need a long time off which is financially draining (7).

4.5.2 Capacity of the Lao Federation of Trade Unions to improve working conditions for women

The Lao Federation of Trade Unions is a mass political organisation to represent the rights and
interests of workers, which has been established, led, and educated by the Lao People’s Revolutionary
Party.?® Huamchai first established a factory Trade Union unit in 2017, and paid the initial registration
fee for selected workers with good work records. A union representative (or unit head) was elected
by the membership and collected 5,000 kip/month which was supposed to contribute towards
ceremonies or meetings. Annex 4 provides some perceptions of the Trade Union by workers.?’

The ability of the Union to advocate on behalf of female workers is now unclear. Fees are no longer
being collected and there appears to be little interest from ordinary workers in becoming members,
due to a lack of perceived benefits.
Most of us are not interested, since the company doesn’t pay our membership fees and we
have to pay ourselves. | am not sure about the policy of the company because we work without
a contract®®, but | do know that we all receive our wages according to our positions and on
time every 15 days.
Female, 28 years old and not a Trade Union Member.

It also appeared difficult for women to speak out about working conditions with either the Union or

mill management since there is a fear that ‘troublemakers’ might be targeted. With few other full-

time employment opportunities for women in Paklay, positions at Huamchai are highly sought after.
Even though there are trade union meetings once per year | have not raised this issue, because the
company also participates®®. When the union representatives ask if anyone has something to

propose, everybody stays quiet (7).

4.5.3 Changes in traditional household roles due to employment at the mill

Traditional female roles at the household level, in which women are expected to take on a greater
share of home duties and care giving, appear to have been modified to reflect their status as fulltime
workers.
My husband helps a lot around the house. If he comes home first then he will start the
household duties. There is no tension between us on these issues (1).

2t is presently company policy not to allow workers to bring children to the mill because of the dangers posed by

machinery.

26 Lao Trade Union Law, No. 323/PO, 25t December, 2017.
27 Mis Somleutai, in a report dated 17/6/2021.

28 The issue of contracts was addressed in Section 4.1.

29 Apparently it is normal practice for a company to participate in Trade Union Meetings, according to a provincial Trade
Union staff member (interviewed 17/6/20121).
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My husband helps with the housework, because he has weekends off (10).

None of the qualitative interviews demonstrated dissatisfaction with the distribution of household
duties — just an acceptance that everybody had work within the household and that such duties
needed to be done by somebody.
I do most of the housework because my husband also works nights as a guard in the factory
[in addition to his regular day job], with his main role being to protect the mill from fire (4).

My son helps in the paddy fields, but | have to do most of the housework since my husband
drives a truck and is often away (11).

While seemingly positive, some caution is needed in transporting these findings more generally, since
this study only involved the Lao-Tai ethnic group. Other studies have shown that “the division of
labour between men and women in ethnic minority communities is stricter than in Lao-Tai groups,
and this division often burdens women with more work than men” (FAO, 2018).

4.5.4 Intention to continue working at the mill

Interestingly, all 32 respondents forecast that they would be continuing to work at Huamchai in one
year from now, and that 26 (or 81%) expect to be still there in five years (Table 9). Staying another
five years will push many into their forties, given that given that 15 of those sampled are now aged
over 35.

Table 9: Stated intention to continue working in Huamchai in future

Answer In one year from now | In five years from now
Yes 32 26

No 0 1

Undecided 1 6

TOTAL 33 33

Source: Worker questionnaire (N=33).

The reasons that workers choose to stay with Huamchai are given in Table 10.

Table 10: Reasons that workers expect to still be working at Huamchai five years from now

Reason Number
Still need to have regular income 10
Work location is convenient (close to house) 6

Gives me something to do 5

There are no other work options 2
Opportunity to build a career 1

Better than doing farming 1
TOTAL 25

Source: Worker questionnaire. Multiple answers permitted. Five of the 26 workers answering yes did
not answer this question.
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As might be expected, the need for a regular income was the most common reason cited for
continuing to work at the mill, and again highlights that farming can only provide lumpy (or irregular)
income. The convenient location in Paklay was also popular, since women did not have to spend time
travelling.
Before | joined Huamchai | worked in a furniture factory doing polishing. The work there was OK
but Huamchai is closer to my house (1).

There was only one person who expected not to be there in five years’ time, being presently aged 42
and thinking of retirement. The six who were ‘unsure’ cited raising a family, a return to stay with
parents or worries about health/hard work as reasons why they may not continue. The low turnover
of employees does not offer much hope to young people who wish to pursue a career in the mill, or
for those who wish to be promoted to supervisors (perhaps this is why ‘opportunities for promotion’
rated lowly on the Likert scale for satisfaction — Figure 6).

4.5.4 Discussion
The research question:
How can the gender balance of the Lao wood industry be improved to increase the role of
women?
assumes that there are some constraints to the gender balance in the Lao wood industry which need
to be addressed. However, this assumption needs to be unpacked before the question can be properly
answered. Firstly, as the literature review found, Lao women already play an important role in the
Lao timber industry, where they are valued for their attention to detail and make up a significant
proportion of employees in processing factories. Secondly, ‘improved gender balance’ may be
understood differently according to the cultural context. Does it mean that both sexes should have
equal access to all positions based on merit or quota and the working conditions that come with that
choice, or are women prepared to trade off equal access in return for less risky, lighter or more flexible
work. Further, there are likely to be differences between the different ethnic groups, based upon
traditional norms and expectations.

Figure 6 identifies three areas in which women felt less satisfied, and which could be a starting point
for improving gender the gender balance. The first is social insurance, but given that the policy of the
company appears exactly the same for men and women, then it is difficult to make specific
recommendations from a gender perspective, other than providing more clarity as to the benefits such
insurance would provide.

The second concern is limited opportunities for promotion, perhaps as a supervisor, although
improvements may be difficult to achieve given the limited turnover of workers. Here further research
is needed to understand the work units and how they are managed by the company. Perhaps a
supervisory position requires a greater commitment in terms of time, which then reduces flexibility to
take time off. Or perhaps promotion is based on age or length of service, and women on average have
fewer years than men.

The third is the policy towards pregnant and nursing women, and here it appears that such women
are unfairly disadvantaged. Given that many appear to survive from month to month, then having a
child represents a financial hardship — women may choose to come back too early, which may put
their health at risk and leave their baby relying on powdered milk. Ideally, perhaps, women should
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become permanent employees, rather than casual ones, so that they would have 105 days of
maternity leave under the 2013 Labour Law.

These, and other issues, might be clarified were there to be more clarity in the employment
conditions, including written contracts, which are a requirement for legal entities (such as Huamchai)
under Article 77 of the 2013 Labour Law. This Law does not adequately address the rights and
conditions of casual labourers3?, like the women employed at Huamchai, but presumably some might
be better served by becoming permanent employees, if this were possible. However, some sensitivity
is needed to ensure that women’s needs would be met by becoming a permanent employee, since
they may become subject to differing tax rates, less flexibility in working hours or compulsory social
insurance. Although the question of transitioning to permanent employment was explored with the
women during the semi-structured interviews, they were unable to provide a definitive answer until
its full implications are understood. In any case, modified contract arrangements should be subject
to a trial period with a limited number of participants until such implications can be realised.

30 Including for example, how long they may be kept as casuals before offering them full-time employment.
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5. Conclusions

5.1 Responses to the Research Questions

The conclusions begin by considering each of the research questions in turn.

1. What are the socio-economic backgrounds and identity-status markers of female employees
at the Huamchai teakwood processing factory in Paklay?

The typical female employee at Huamchai is aged in their mid-thirties, is married with children and
has completed school to lower secondary level. All were recruited locally — there were no migrant
workers. The fertility rate of 1.3 is low, which reflects their Lao-Tai ethnicity, education and urban
status. They are employed on a casual basis for finishing tasks such as sanding, gluing and furniture
assembly.

Mill management prioritises the employment of married women, who are seen as reliable workers
compared to single women. Positions are highly sought after, and the average female worker has
worked there for 4.1 years.

2a. What is their income due to this employment in and how has this been spent?

The average monthly income for female workers, including overtime, was $225/month. This is 38%
lower than the average monthly income for male workers of $311, which appears to reflect their more
specialized technical roles and/or work that requires strength. Overtime, which contributed
$28/month to their incomes, was gladly accepted when offered and appeared to be critical to the
livelihoods of the employees.

Female workers spent 59% of their income on consumption (mostly food), 22% on investment
(education and housing) and the remainder was saved. During the qualitative interviews, women
expressed pride at being able improve their house or send their children to higher education. The
findings highlight the perceived importance of having a regular income to meet the needs of a modern
lifestyle, which cannot be obtained in farming. The study also illustrates the flow-on effects of mill
employment to the local services sector — more jobs in Paklay may keep young people in the area,
instead of needing to relocate to Vientiane or Thailand.

2b. What is the effect of this employment on the household farming system?

Nineteen of the 33 workers interviewed still practised family farming, but their farming system was
focussed on rice production for self-consumption, rather than for income generation. Since they
worked at the mill almost every day, the women had little time for farming, and would leave farm
management to their husbands or relatives. The expenditure data showed that investments in
boosting farm productively were low. Wage labour for women at the factory is providing a pathway
off the family farm.

3. How can the gender balance of the Lao wood industry be improved to increase the role of
women?

This question proved difficult to answer definitively given the limitations of this study (Section 3.7),
although some interesting findings did emerge. Firstly, women are already playing an important role
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in the Lao wood industry, where they are valued for their attention to detail in finishing tasks — a
simple answer to this question would then be to increase the level of value adding. Secondly, the
principle of ‘equal renumeration for work of equal value’ is not well understood in the context of this
study — the question might be asked, since women (or a majority of women) have a preference for
less risky or lighter work, should light work be accorded less ‘value’ than heavy work? Thirdly, formal
qualifications which might lead to higher wages do not appear to be a prerequisite for employment
for both men and women. Fourthly, this study may be of limited transportability, given the differences
in traditional norms and expectations of different ethnic groups, and more studies in different
contexts are required.

Women felt generally satisfied with their work and roles at the company, as indicated by the
expectation by all of them (except one) that they would still be with the company in five years’ time.
Pay rates (even though they were lower than men), working hours and training were all rated highly.
Three areas in which women felt less satisfied, which could provide a starting point to improve the
role of women, were universal availability of social insurance for those who wish to have it, greater
opportunities for promotion and improvements in working conditions towards pregnant and nursing
women. Some of these issues might be addressed with greater transparency in working conditions
(including contracts) and by making the transition to permanent, rather than casual, employees.
However, the ability of the Lao Trade Union to advocate on behalf of women at the mill appears
limited, since there is little interest from women in its activities.

5.2 Implications of the research

Past employment studies in Lao PDR have generally focussed on the experiences of young migrant
workers, either to Thailand (international migration) or to Vientiane (rural-urban migration) and on
the remittances that they contribute to their families. This study was exceptional, in that it examined
the impact on employment from the perspectives of older rural women, many of whom had made (or
were in the process of making) the transition from a farming livelihood to a wage labour livelihood.

The study highlights the importance of government policies to encourage and nurture rural industries,
since the demand for such employment is genuine and is greater than the positions available.
Reducing transaction costs for growers and industry would encourage more investment in wood
processing, a point which has already been well described by Smith et al (2018). Providing a pathway
for rural youth to gain wood-processing skills at vocational training schools, with the contribution of
industry experts and academics would benefit the sector.

It appears that Huamchai could do more to improve the understanding of women about their labour
conditions and enable them to take an informed choice to develop their roles in the wood industry.
These areas need to be discussed further with the women, but might include for example, having clear
non-gendered job descriptions and announcing vacant positions in a transparent manner which would
allow all people to apply on the basis of their skillset and interest, rather than their sex. The
importance of social insurance as a form of savings for retirement could be emphasized (either with
the government scheme or a private scheme), particularly as women are having fewer numbers of
children that can support them into old age. More support could be given to pregnant and nursing
women to reduce their financial disadvantage when they need time off work. A pathway from
temporary to permanent employment should be explored with the company, which is likely to provide
better legal protection for women in such areas as maternity leave or social insurance.
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5.3 Future research possibilities

While this research has covered a range of topics, its findings must be seen in the context of the Lao-
Tai ethnic group, and may not be transportable to other settings. Therefore, there is an opportunity
to replicate this study in other contexts, such as Sun Paper in Savannakhet or the Chinese teak mills in
Luang Prabang, which are both Chinese owned and employ a higher proportion of ethnic minorities.
The newly opened Burapha plywood mill in Hin Heup, which is expected to employ over 300 people
at full capacity (including many women) will also provide an interesting comparison in terms of
working conditions for employees.

As noted in the research limitations (Section 3.7), the gender component of this research was unable
to be explored in sufficient depth is shallow from a technical viewpoint, since for practical reasons
(time and budget) it does not seek to gather the views of men - the improvement of gender balance
in the workplace implies changes for both men and women. Gender studies are evolving, and a
greater understanding using ethnographic approaches is needed of the drivers that constrain women
in the Lao context3!. The finding that at least some women are willing to trade off higher pay in return
for lighter work needs to be compared with western studies, which have shown that women (and
increasing men) with children are found to be willing to trade off higher pay in return for ‘temporal
flexibility’ —that is, jobs with more flexible hours. As Fessler (2018), notes:

Closing the gap ultimately requires that employers take the need for work/family balance

seriously, and change their pay structures.

A review of legislation related to employment and gender within the Lao government (including policy
and strategy, regulations, instructions, orders) and its practical implementation and monitoring would
be useful to understand the gaps, and how these could be closed in order to benefit women.
Questions might include: How are women involved in the legal dissemination process at district level?
Is the wood industry conscious of its obligations to gender equality, and is this being monitored? Is
there a point at which length of service entitles a woman to permanent, rather than casual
employment, should she wish to do so? How could the Trade Union become more relevant to the
needs of working women? The findings could be used to improve services to women from
government and employers.

Finally, there is an opportunity to review industry employee requirements, not just at Huamchai but
across the country, to assess how well wood science graduates from technical colleges or universities
(men and women) are able to meet the needs of their employers, and what is needed (in terms of
improved curriculums, better inductions for new staff, on the job training) in order to increase the
efficiency of the wood processing sector in Lao PDR.

31 0ne example might be the issue of sexual harassment, which was not specifically addressed in this study.
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Annexes

Annex 1: Interview notes from stakeholders

Interviews with DAFO (Mr Khamfan, Head), and two forestry staff, LWU (Ms Chanping), LSW (Mr
Souliathong) and Mr Thanasith (Huamchai mill), Paklay, 30/6/2020 (am)

Paklay has seen an increase in cash cropping of cassava now total about 22,500 hectares. Also
maize=5,000, paddy = 14,000, hai = 500.

Area of maize is reducing due to damage by Fall Army worm. The area of teak is reducing (old
plantations are not being replanted) since the returns to cassava are greater. Teak was a useful crop
for unproductive land — but now lot more land is productive. Based on the estimated area and age
classes, Huamchai considers that there is only enough teakwood left in the district for another 8 years
of production at its mill. They do not take wood from neighbouring Vientiane province as it would be
uneconomic and wood quality is poorer due to sandy soils. They have considered asking government
for a concession area to plant teak.

DAFO has still not implemented Decree 247 on Plantations, and continues to use the existing orders
of the provincial governor, which requires pre and post-harvest inventory, moving permissions to be
witnessed by provincial level staff. The reason is that Decree 247 has not been formally disseminated
to DAFO, and so they “continue to implement the existing system.”

Other factories in Paklay are the cassava processor, but only operates between October and January
during the harvesting season. Employs over 100 people. There were previous more than 20 sawmills
in the district, but now only 4 left — this has reduced the level of local employment.

There is a greater demand for employment than positions available. Huamchai often receives
inquiries from people in Luang Prabang for employment, but they prefer local people. About 700
people from Paklay returned from Thailand (there are 69 villages): equal numbers of men and women.

LSW has policies to promote OHS and social insurance. Masks should be worn in dusty places, but
many people are lazy to use them. Despite LSW making numerous visits to the mill, there is presently
nobody who contributes to social insurance (since it would cost them money). LSW will take the names
of those seeking work and tries to match them with employers.

Rural employment policies for women by the LWU focus on improving incomes through agriculture,
and trying to resolve family disputes which adversely affect women (violence against women, negative
effects of alcohol consumption).

Interview with Huamchai, 30/6/19 (pm). Mr Vilaysak (Director) and Thanasith
Huamchai started in 2005 processing waste wood from other mills in the district. The Thai parent

company buys the products based on the orders it sends to the mill. Minimum size accepted is 11 cm
diameter of heartwood.

Previously (April 2018), they were making pellets for export to Thailand@$100/tonne, but this proved
uneconomic due to high transport (and ferry) costs (relative to the value of the product) and because
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both the Lao and Thai governments charged border taxes. They now give their sawdust away to a
biofertilizer company in Sanakham: there was always the risk of fire when it builds up.

COVID19 meant that the mill was closed for two months. Now Huamchai is gradually scaling up
production again with strict protocols in place (temperature testing, masks, hand washing). Previously
had 230 workers (about 130 women), but now have only 120 (42 women). There are ten Thai workers
(3 women). Mostly people are local Paklay residents —a small number (4-5%) have moved to Paklay
to work and stay with relatives or rent a house. The longest has been employed for 8 years. There
are no statistics kept on ethnicity.

There are only four permanent staff on salaries. The rest are paid a daily wage, paid every 15 days
(according to the Buddhist calendar) and are regarded as casuals. Wages start at 190 baht/day for
women (previously 150) and 200 baht/day for men. Daily wage increases are made according to work
performance and experience. Working on a day off (a Buddha Day) attracts an overtime payment of
1.5 times day wage. Overtime is often added to the day for those in the furniture division when orders
need to be completed — typically one hour in the morning (7-8 am) and another hour in the afternoon
(5-6pm).

The company looks for skills rather than qualifications, and provides further on the job training. Only
four staff have graduated with specialist wood skills, while others have been recruited from other
mills. Those who demonstrate skills can be upgraded to welders, drivers. Production Line Supervisors,
who manage about five people, have talents as leaders and have the trust of the other workers. There
is a training budget at the company— the mill would be interested in sending employees for training
at NUoL on kiln management.

It is company policy not to employ anyone under 18. They prefer workers to be a bit older and more
responsible, and would only employ an 18 year old if it is the child of an existing worker. New workers
over 45 are not employed (they retain existing workers over 45). They can check the background of
potential employees, since they only need to employ from the local area. There are no figures on
average years of service, but guesses it is probably about the same. There are several people
employed who have finished university and couldn’t get a job — now they labour at the mill.

Differences in men and women.

Women are preferred for all the detailed jobs, since they pay attention to detail, are more patient and
less wasteful of wood (higher recovery rate). Men do the jobs that require heavy lifting and operating
machinery. In general, women don’t have a background of working on or fixing machinery, so they
are not put in charge of machinery straight away. “We want to give women easier work, because they
have a womb they are more fragile.” Even though their roles in the mill are different, they are equally
respected.

Women are better at dealing with local officials (such as police) than men, since they are more patient
and diplomatic.

Women and leave
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Q: Do women need to take more leave than men for personal reasons (eg for funerals)? What is the
company policy on this?

A:There is no firm policy on holidays for workers. If people need to take leave they can (within reason)
— they just don’t get paid. If people need to take time off to plant their fields (say 7 or 15 days) then
they can do this. Pregnant women do not get paid maternity leave as they are not considered to be
employees.

Labourers don’t want to pay for insurance, with one reason being that they want flexibility to be able
to choose their hospital (eg in Vientiane, Thailand). No labourers have social insurance?

Opportunities for women:

“We always seek to employ women, but for suitable tasks. Gender is important, but we have a
different sense of its meaning to western countries. We respect the role of women in the local
traditions of Laos.”

There are 3 women who have risen to the position of foremen in the company (promoted from
labourer), of whom at least one has men under her authority. She is able to demonstrate leadership.

Constraints
There are no constraints within the company to the advancement of women.
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Annex 2: Structured Questionnaire

Rural Employment

1. Date SucdovU

yyyy-mm-dd

2. Name of Interviewer 3390

3. Phone number ¢Gluazsu

4. Age 29¢)

5. Gender two
f_) Male q7e)
I_’__‘jl Female &9

6. Education qualification azdumuanas

—

() Primary ustin

" o P
. ) Lower secondary Dowmzeinem
£ i -

. ) Upper secondary 1JOmzelnte)
N . = =
.__J) Vocation school 5373V
r’-‘\ . . -

) University proSnNLeD

f

/—) Did not go to school Lldsyw

7. What ethnicity are you? cacugucésmen?
’t,l Lao, Leu (Lao Loum) 99091

/—I Khmu/Prai (Mon Khmer) 2:1)

:\f—:l Hmaong/lu Mien (Lao Soung) 159, 801531

8. What is your marital status? S:qiuwIusSns0299cancLvmen?
/-} Single {30
() Married ceciggmecso

( } Widowed/divorced ctin mie / e19579

45



Rural Employment Study -VALTIP3 -Final (update) 30/6/2021

46

9. Number of people in your household #awovdulvesusdo

10. Number of children ®1wov229an

11. What is your job at the factory? ¢drdmintsuiGogaumegelsggon?

QOodoaoooaooadooodaoood

Production manager 630NM3999MWNM@II0

Foreman uiouy139697WNM@50

Sawing (3oeli)

Convey waste wood off cut and sawn timber soc3onliicaoamsewinFoly
sorting timber for drying/ timber stacking n29013 NoVECGISL
kiln dry operator eu8LL

surface plainer 770N

Sizing cYogzon100)

edging cconeauly

Mixing adhesives and apply adhesives Uz5vm70 w2z vIMO
assembling UsnaLl

Sanding and coating slomrar0g9el15 ccor U5

Painting 193505 © 595

packaging tiLMEA0OMID

quality checking (QC) noOMaLLEWIV

Storage/materials distributor ccanNeBXHn9h cor CHLBILCHDYQULENDCINY
Shipping nF9Ien

Forklift driver e2VL50 WeaNIL

Cleaning &2

Machinery maintenance 1199991cCU9cHD93N

Accounting Ung

Procurement '50560q6u B (@29UENBLCIN)

General comments on Q 11 dachvmalungonv Q11
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12. Did you have experience/skills in wood processing before you cam to work here? Please explain.

Click here to upload file. (< 5SMB)

13. How many years have you worked at the factory? uwinucSooznloirulsggmuilasnieso?

14, Average income per day THB m1elazxsens (a)

15. Income per month THB (25days) 2eeldckcdow (a*25 = b)

16. Number of months worked in past 12 months $svoucdovitcEnoznly 12 cdouervwa (c)

17. Normal Income per year THB 29elcc18 (b*c)

18. Number of days worked overtime in the last 12 months (d)

19. Overtime income for past 12 months
Calculate at 1.5ad

20. Total income for year (normal + overtime)

21. What proportion of your household income comes from your work at the factory during the last 12 months?
SacmsovzsgaelazegaocEsuuncsvsmnmcSnosnzsguteisggmlulon: 12 cdovasiwumbavola?

D All of our household income 29eldiimioeagsocSanaagwoncd)

|_| Most of our household income 27eldSonlnegsdocEones)wons?

D Half of our household income c&959) 289298ld2090aLEDWONCE)

|_| Less than half of our household income mysenoné|il) 2e9oreldee)psudowoncs)

22. Actual use of your income NN lgoresuesquianlncios
Use separate form
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23. Did your household grow rice in the last 12 months on your own land? 6ac§auaagtﬁwuméﬂu?.m= 12
cHvuervmsludvasgciucegn?

™
() Yes, paddy rice ccineeso, 2
4 . . - £y .
() Yes, upland rice cciveeso, c2als
' . . - x PR
\ ) Yes, paddy and upland rice ccuCcDo, 297 o canls
o :
(L) Nod
24. If yes, why do you need to work here? tjaccisv, cOumS9Uig 9 clucingcSno neir?
D Land is too small fidnarnno Yescinly
Land is no longer productive S:u0HNEBLHLLLIL
Crop prices are too low 99en@occindciinlu
Natural disasters destroyed crops lwuinnsgrold viromeduorun
Not enough water to grow crops ODHDMW W
Livestock died of disease Sodyyldcaeddosonciinwzeno
Need to save for investment cia)nmurdoc@anigqin
Need to pay daily expenses cionlgaousaon

Need to repay loan cialalgevciuildrivg

DooooQod4Un

Tired of farming ciserivmucSonacsols

|:| Other 511']

25. If "Other" what is the reason? Tja "3ug" ccuivCMINSVIGY)?

%6' ln my curre:nt ;ole, ! a_m s?tisf.l?i ‘Tith: Strongly Disagree Neither I:l Strongly Don't
vUouIezs)ZeBlutraLy, 2s0wlenu: Disagree (2) Agree or Agree (4) Agree (5) know
(1) Disagree
(3)

my number of hours of work My My ) 'S &
smovgolugSooynasyzse ~ ~ C o / O
my flexibility to take time off when | I.'--;l e ,-—-.J L_) ' f'_‘)
need it 228390910c390¢027 e ~ o - e e

hZsecisgnnxEoon

my training to do this job My ' Cﬂ' (') ') )
mudnsusvzsyZsaciincsaoyni ~ s — - ~ "

my opportunities for promotion ."'_") ."'_") fﬁ) [/—) I_r—-:l rﬁj
amozogzae lunrwZuhncog s N o . s s

my occupational health and safety Y e (--.J (--) ' r'_‘)
ama:mquumlw?mménogn J ~ et ~ ~ "~
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company policy for pregnant women and ) (A) (A) (A.' .'A) (-’\)
breastfeeding mothers ~ y
vilovIw29903F0 JUccLBHWI cat

CLIND2V

company policy for social insurance ("-) (’\] ‘,/«) (A.) ."\) (’_\)
velovIwz9903F0 93V MVUEHVIIHL N it N~ ~ N e
Do you think that your current daily ) ) f‘) ) @ )
wage is fair the work that you do? s ~ el N~ - N

27. General comments on Q26 acBruriolunyoniv Q26

Click here to upload file. (< 5SMB)

28. Would you like to have a different job at the factory? cdasancsoozn Suidlulsggui?
(:) Yes ccivecso
() No®
(:) Not sure Ol

29. If yes, what job would you like and why? 1j9t2L602U0 (CHV, VIVSINCEQDINMSY), HDVLIEY?

30. Will you continue to work in the factory over the next 12 months? vius:Sucksoognelisgganly 12 cdouzgmiat?
(j) Yes ccneso
C ) NoO

() Not sure Occsla
L

31. Will you continue to work in the factory over the next five years? naus:Sucxsaosnelsggrnluloe: 5 Bning?

.

) Yes ccuvcso

J

N

) No®

N J ¥
() Not sure Occrsla

N

32. Reason for your answer in Q31 cmaedn njonv Q24
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Expenditure categories

General Specific category (e.g.) In order of | Actual Amount
category importance
Investment - improve/build house (add value)

- truck/car (for agriculture, business)

- motorcycle (for agriculture, business)

- buy land

- education (school, university fees)

- agriculture machinery (eg tractor)

- crop investment (including seeds, fertilizer,

irrigation)

- livestock investment (including animals, fencing)

- tree plantations

- hire farm workers

- business (shop, restaurant)

- other (specify)
Saving - cash

- bank

- gold

- lend to friends/relatives
For loan | Purpose of loan?

repayment to
a third Party

- repay loan to bank/microfinance institution

- repay loan to money lender
- repay loan to relatives

Consumption

- rice and other food
- clothing and footwear

- wedding/funeral/temple (including invitations)

- household durables (TV, fridge, phone)
- repair house (don’t add value)

- health (medicine, hospital costs)

- truck/car (convenience)

- motorcycle (convenience)

- give to relatives (not lend)

- beauty products

- electricity and water charges

- other (specify)
- general

consumption  (when

consumption is unknown)

specific

TOTAL (e)
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Annex 3: Notes from supplementary semi-structured interviews with wage earning women

1. Age, late 30’s, married with a 16 year old son, 2/7/2020
She works as a supervisor in the wood joining section, with 6 years of experience. Before she joined

Huamchai she worked in a furniture factory doing polishing. The work there was OK but Huamchai
was closer to her house. Her husband sells ice cream for a living. They have no agriculture land and
so she doesn’t need to take time off for rice planting: she will always work overtime if it is offered.
She has been able to save money to build a house, which is still a work in progress.

“My husband helps a lot around the house. If he comes home first then he will start the household
duties. There is no tension between us on these issues.”

Equality: Men and women are treated equally within the company. “I have men working in the same
section as me, but they earn less than me because they have less experience.” She has not had any
formal training — what she knows has been learnt on the job from the technicians. There is no
additional money for women who are pregnant, but this is not seen as an issue. She has heard of
social insurance, but her section has not yet been offered the chance to be members: “if | have an
opportunity to join Iwould be interested, but | don’t want to have to bear the cost myself.”

Most significant change: “l been able to pay for her son’s education so far with my salary. | hope that

he will be able to study further, possibly to become a policeman.”

2. Age: 27, Divorced with a young son, 2/7/2020
She has worked at Huamchai for 6 years. Before that she was a farmer. However, the paddy land just

relied on rainwater and the rice harvest was insufficient. Lives with her mother (father deceased) -
she took the job to earn money, and she is the sole breadwinner.

She uses her income to pay people to grow the rice in 2019 (40,000 kip/day). She also took annual
leave of 3 days to organise planting and harvesting.

Her mother is able to look after her 6 year old son while she is at work.

Equality: “Men and women are treated equally in the factory. If people work for a long time they get
higher wages.” She doesn’t have any desire to be promoted to supervisor. She just learnt how to work
on the job. She doesn’t have social insurance: if there is an accident at the mill then they are
responsible. Social insurance appears to be only available for those in the Trade Union (kamaban?).
Has nothing in particular to propose to the mill or to government to improve her life.

Most significant change: “Without this job | wouldn’t be able to survive, because there would be no

money to pay for essentials like electricity, school fees, rice/food and clothes for the family.”

3. Age late 30’s, divorced with two children, 2/7/2020
Has worked at Huamchai for three years, cutting wood to lengths. Before working here she worked

with her parents on the farm growing rice. But paddy not enough for the household, and because she
didn’t have enough to do she decided to work at the mill. Lives by herself in a house with the two
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children. Her son doesn’t help around the house, and her daughter is still too young. She attends to
the household chores herself.

Equality: “Work is done by men and women, but women receive less than men, even though they are
doing the same tasks.” She doesn’t really know about the wage increase policies of the company. She
started on the low wage of 150 THB/day in 2017 (Note: the starting wage for women has since been
increased to 190THB/day). Doesn’t really know about the company policies for social protection fund.

Most significant change: “l don’t really have anything special. | just go to work everyday to earn the

money to make ends meet. | don’t have anything else that | can do.”

4. Age 43, married with one son, 3/7/2020
Both husband and wife have worked at the factory for four years — she works in the planning/finishing

section. They also have paddy land, raise livestock, frogs and fish close by their house. “If we have
urgent work we are able to take time off: last year | took off about 20 days, which included planting
rice and for having my appendix removed.” She is always careful to inform the company in advance
that she will have time off — “there have been cases where people didn’t show up for work without
informing the company (three times) and they weren’t asked to work again.”

The son has already left home so there are only two people in the house. She does most of the
housework because her husband also works nights as a guard in the factory, with his main role being
to protect the mill from fire (he takes turns sleeping).

Before she worked at a mill in Boten (over an hour away, so she had to sleep there). The conditions
at Huamchai at much better “we have a fan each, and cold water” and she doesn’t have to sleep away.

Equality: Men are given the more difficult/heavy/risky work, and so it is fair that they are paid more.
“Iwouldn’t be able to do the work that men do myself, since the wood is too heavy.” She feels satisfied

with her existing role.

Social insurance:

Before she was in the social insurance scheme, and she had to contribute 80,000 kip/month. But she
didn’t get sick, and so she felt it was a waste of money and decided to withdraw. Her husband
withdrew at the same time — in fact many people withdrew at the same time “we didn’t get our money
back.” Last year she needed to have her appendix removed. Even though she wasn’t insured, it didn’t
cost much at the district hospital in Paklay (over one hundred thousand kip — ‘sen pay’), since the
government now has subsidised health care at the local hospital: before an operation like this would
have cost well over one million kip. She remains confident that withdrawing from the social insurance
scheme was the correct thing to do.

Her niece also works at Huamchai, and had a womb issue that the local hospital couldn’t treat. Under
the subsidised policy, she would have had to go to Xayaboury provincial hospital for treatment. But
she felt that it would be better to go straight to Vientiane for better treatment, even though she would
have to pay full costs. After that she decided to withdraw from social security also.
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Proposal to government: Government needs to provide more opportunities to local women for paid
employment, since many people need to have work. Need to have more companies.

Significant change: “The most important thing is the house. It is not so big but it is home. It has

concrete walls and a tiled roof, with hot and cold water. | have also bought a motorcycle for my son.
| have been able to do all this with income from the mill.”

(There was a real sense of pride in this interview about the way she has improved her life. And great
loyalty shown to Huamchai for making it happen).

5. Single, 24 years old, lives with parents, 3/7/2020
Has worked at Huamchai 1.5 years in the joinery section. There are six people in the house, including

three younger sisters.

She is a graduate of Dong Dok and studied teaching for 4 years. But there a no government positions
available in Paklay and “I don’t want to work as a volunteer because it is a waste of time.” Her parents
have paddy land but it is reliant on the rain and so yields are variable. She needs to earn money to
help them and also support her younger sisters to go to school.

Equality: “Men do the harder work in the mill and take a greater risk, as they are more likely to get
injured. Therefore the company policy is fair.” She has not encountered any cases of harassment or

discrimination as a single women: “if women are polite then there is no problem.”

Company policy: There is no special policy towards pregnant women. If there was a small payment it
would help them to cover the time they need off.

Significant change: “With the income | have earned | have been able to support ny younger siblings to

go to school, bought a motorcycle and fixed our house.”

She hasn’t been able to save any money — still needs to buy rice and pay for electricity.

6. Age 36, with a husband and 17 year old son, 3/7/2020
She has worked for three years, trimming wood. He husband works there also.

“Before working at the mill | farmed fulltime with my sister on her family land and shared the harvest.
The yield is about 100 bags rice in a normal year. My husband previously worked in construction, but
work wasn’t regular. Work in the mill is easier because it is close to the house” = convenience. The
farm was located on the other side of the river (in Vientiane province) and so it was hard to manage
(had to go over by boat) and the area for raising livestock was quite far away. So now she just takes
a few days off every year (about 10 days) to plant rice — for harvesting, she pays labour costs.

She has used her income to fix their house. Their son (final year of high school) looks after the house
while they are at work — he is able to cook and looks after the chickens.

Equality: Men and women both have the opportunity to increase their wages by being promoted.
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She would like to be able to join the social insurance scheme, which would cost her about 50,000
kip/month.

Significant change: “lI was very proud when the company increased by daily wage for good

III

performance by 30 baht/day. If | have a chance to become a supervisor | wil

(A bit off topic but demonstrates that Huamchai have been successful in creating loyalty amongst their
workers).

7. Age 43, has husband (also working at the mill) and three children (youngest 15), 3/7/2020
Has worked for seven years (husband also). She is a supervisor in the furniture section. Lives as a

nuclear family.
Before working at Huamchai she worked at Kok O state enterprise wood processor for 5 years. She
has about two hectares of upland fields behind Paklay and used to farm before going to Kok O, but

has no time to do anything now. She lets her relatives grow cassava there.

Company policy: There are two things to be improved.

The most urgent thing is to assist the people laid off because of COVID19, since they haven’t had
income now for three months (Note: the mill is now employing 122 workers, whereas in 2018 it was
employing 230). The second thing is to have a policy to support new mothers, since now they receive
nothing. “They cannot take their young children to the mill and if there is no one to care for them
(like a grandma) then they need a long time off which is financially draining.”

Even though there are trade union meetings (kamaban — mass organisation) once/year she has not
raised this issue, because company representatives also participate. “When the union reps ask if

anyone has something to propose, everybody stays quiet.”

She is not interested in having a social security card. In any case her husband gets subsidised health
care because he is a retired revolutionary soldier.

Significant change: “l have income. Agriculture work is very difficult (lam bak). Seven years ago we

only had a small house with bamboo walls. Now we have a permanent house with three bedrooms
and a motorcycle. All my children have been supported in their education. The oldest is studying to
be a teacher, the second son is also working at the mill and my youngest is still at school.”

8. 25 years old, single, 3/7/2020
Has worked for 5 years in the furniture section. Lives with her mother as father has passed away and

her older brother is married and has set up his own house.

They don’t have any agriculture land, since her mother had to sell it to pay for her fathers healthcare
costs when he was sick. Her mother looks after the house and sells BBQ meat out the front in the
evenings. Before she worked at the mill she had a job selling things with a company, but she moved
back to Paklay to be close to her mother.
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Policies towards women: Think they are fair, because men work harder than women.
Q: What about policies for pregnant women?
A: “Women have to plan for that. They would have to save money in advance.”

There is nothing in company or govt policies that need to be improved.

Most significant change: “I have been able to fix the bathroom and kitchen with my wage. Now the

kitchen is bigger and the bathroom has tiles and is easy to clean.”

9. Age 25, Single, 4/7/2020
Migrated to take this job from a village about 50km away (still in Paklay district), and stays with her

younger sister in a rented room. Has worked in accounts for the last two years, but she receives a
daily wage like everyone else (210 THB/day).

Parents are farmers. She would like to go back and live with them in future.

“The policies of the company towards men and women are fair, because they take the different
abilities of men and women into account.” She is able to take time off when she needs to.

Significant change: “l use my income to help my parents and buy beauty products. | need to continue

this job for now.”

10. Age 29, Married with one daughter 8 years old, 4/7/2020
Has worked here for two years, husband is government staff at Governors office.

Before she worked at the Kok O mill, and before that she worked on the family farm (left school at
13). “The farm relies on rain only, so in some years there is not enough rice to eat. We also grow
cassava and raise animals.”

“l needed to find paid work, because the farm cannot provide for six siblings. Only one stays on the
farm to help the parents. We have our own house, but don’t own any other agricultural land.”

Company policies: Is satisfied with the company policies and can’t think of any changes needed.

Significant change: “I am very happy to have this income, because it has contributed to buying land

and building a house.”

“My husband helps to do the housework — he has weekends off.”

11: Age 37, Married with three children (17, 13 and 4), 4/7/2020
Worked for three years.

Before then she worked in agriculture, with paddy land and upland fields. However, she lost control
of her upland maize fields before Paklay when the government appropriated them for their own
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purpose (Possibly a conservation area). She did not have a temporary or permanent title to them (it
was just claimed land). “The paddy land was done together with my brothers and sisters and the total
output was insufficient for all of us”.

“We live as a nuclear family in a separate house. My son helps in the paddy fields, but she has to do
most of the housework since my husband drives a truck and is often away. “

Policy: Believes the policy of the company is fair. “Those working well can get higher wages — | have
got a raise every year.” The company does not employees bring young children to the mill because of
the machinery, so she has to leave her 4 year old with her mother. Only long term employees have
the social insurance card (seems that newer employees like herself do not have this opportunity) —
she would be interested if this became available.

“My main concern is that the wages are not high enough, because my income is only just enough to
raise my children. There is nothing left over at the end of the month — fortunately | am able to buy

goods on credit at one particular store at no interest, and then repay them when | receive my wage.”

Significant change: “Compared to working in agriculture we have to get up early every day to go to

work — there is no time for rest. But | can survive —in agriculture | wouldn’t have enough to raise my
family.”

“My dream is to be able to have enough money to buy cattle, but where | am living now there is no
place to raise them. There is no community livestock area in the village, and those wanting to do so
must have their own land and fence it properly. | would never borrow money to buy cattle because it
would mean using our house as collateral — | would never risk doing that.”

12. Age 31, married with one child, 8 years old, 4/7/2020
Has worked here for three years, but she also worked here before she was married. Has her own

house.

Husband is a government official working for the Trade Union office. “He helps around the house
(they have their own house) and looks after our four cows.” They own some sloping land suited to
raising cows but have no other land.

Policy of the company is fair for men and women. “l would like to have another child, but is not
expecting the company to support this.” Instead she would work with her mother who sells meat at
the market (and then she can work while her mother helps takes care of her child) — this is what she
did after the birth of her first child.

She has a ‘trade union’ book that she gets with membership fee of 60,000 kip/year, which provides
subsidised health care (she can claim back health receipts). Also, as her husband is a government
worker, she gets free coverage at hospitals — therefore there is no immediate necessity to buy social
insurance. [Note: a Trade Union membership is only available to those who also are members of other
mass organisations such as LWU and Youth Union]
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Significant change: “If | didn’t work here | wouldn’t have enough money to live — and build a house.”

13. Age 42, divorced with two children living with her, 4/7/2020
Worked for three years. Before that she moved around selling clothes/things with her parents, but
after they stopped doing it she did too. She lives with them in the house (total 7 people).

“Our family still has paddy land on the other side of the river. | can take days off for planting and
harvesting, but have to hire labour to do these tasks. | cannot be a fulltime farmer because she has
to earn money to support my children.”

Policy of company: She thinks it is a good company to work for — fair for men and women. She was
offered the chance to get social security but thinks it is not worth the bother — too many forms and

having to claim back money: “It is easier to just pay.”

She sees her work at the factory as not long term. When her children are bigger (and she can leave
them) she would like to go back selling clothes again to earn money.

Significant change: “There has not been much change, since before | could also earn money. But the

money is essential, every three days | spend 10,000 kip just to buy them internet!”
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Annex 4: Notes on Trade Union membership at Huamchai

Ms Somleutai, 17/6/2021

The company first established a Trade Union unit in 2017, and agreed for its workers to become

members, paid the initial registration fee and bought them shirts with logos. The Unit head, which

had been elected by the membership, collected 5,000 kip/month from the members which should be

used to contribute towards ceremonies or meetings.
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There was no benefit to being members because we didn’t receive anything, and | don’t even
know whether the Trade Union still exists, because | only paid my fees for one year and now
we don’t pay anything. | am no longer interested and they can do what they like.

Female, 43 years and male, 44 years, who are not sure of their membership status

Trade Union members can be only those who are supervisors or who have worked for many
years with a good work record. Most of us are not interested, since the company doesn’t pay
our membership fees and we have to pay ourselves. | am not sure about the policy of the
company because we work without a contract, but | do know that we all receive our wages
according to our positions and on time every 15 days.

Female, 28 years old and not a Trade Union Member

Members of the Trade Union must be hard-working and good workers. They were selected by
the Company which then paid the initial registration fee of 37,000 kip and bought each
member a shirt costing about 65,000 kip. We were responsible for paying the monthly fee of
5,000 kip, but didn’t receive anything.

Female member of Trade Union



