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NOTE

Within the UNCTAD Division on Technology and Logistics, the ICT Policy Section carries out policy-oriented 
analytical work on the development implications of information and communication technologies (ICTs) and 
e-commerce. It is responsible for the preparation of the Information Economy Report (IER) as well as thematic 
studies on ICT for Development. 

The ICT Policy Section promotes international dialogue on issues related to ICTs for development and contributes 
to building developing countries’ capacities to measure the information economy and to design and implement 
relevant policies and legal frameworks. It also monitors the global state of e-commerce legislation (unctad.org/
cyberlawtracker). Since 2016, the section has coordinated a new multi-stakeholders’ initiative entitled eTrade 
for all (etradeforall.org), which aims to improve the ability of developing countries, particularly least developed 
countries (LDCs), to use and benefit from e-commerce. 

Reference to companies and their activities should not be construed as an endorsement by UNCTAD of those 
companies or their activities.

The following symbols have been used in the tables:

Two dots (..) indicate that data are not available or are not separately reported. Rows in tables have been 
omitted in those cases where no data are available for any of the elements in the row;

A dash (-) indicates that the item is equal to zero or its value is negligible;

Reference to “dollars” (US$) means United States of America dollars, unless otherwise indicated;

Details and percentages in tables do not necessarily add up to the totals because of rounding.
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PREFACE

The eTrade for all Initiative, launched at the fourteenth Ministerial Conference of UNCTAD in July 2016, is a practical 
example of how to harness the digital economy in support of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 
notably Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 5, 8, 9, and 17. The initiative seeks to raise awareness, enhance 
synergies, and increase the scale of existing and new efforts by the development community to strengthen the 
ability of developing countries to engage in and benefit from e-commerce by addressing seven relevant policy 
areas: 

• E-commerce readiness assessment and strategy formulation

• ICT infrastructure and services

• Trade logistics and trade facilitation

• Payment solutions

• Legal and regulatory frameworks

• E-commerce skills development

• Access to financing

As part of the initiative, demand-driven assessments are envisaged to provide a basic analysis of the current 
e-commerce situation in the countries concerned, and to identify opportunities and barriers. The resulting reports 
will serve as a valuable input to these countries’ involvement in various discussions related to e-commerce and 
digital trade, such as in the context of the new UNCTAD Intergovernmental Group of Experts on E-commerce 
and the Digital Economy. 

It may furthermore help LDCs to identify areas in which they could benefit from assistance by partners of eTrade 
for all.

The Lao PDR Rapid eTrade Readiness Assessment is the seventh such assessment conducted by UNCTAD and 
the third for an ASEAN LDC after Cambodia (December 2016) and Myanmar (November 2017). With this report, 
UNCTAD has covered all three ASEAN LDCs and contribute to their effective participation in the ASEAN Work 
Programme on Electronic Commerce (AWPEC) 2017-2025. The AWPEC was finalized by the newly established 
ASEAN Coordinating Committee on Electronic Commerce (E-Commerce) and adopted by the ASEAN Economic 
Ministers (AEM) in late 2017. The AWPEC aims to facilitate cross-border e-commerce in ASEAN, covering multi-
sectoral e-commerce initiatives in the areas of infrastructure, education and technology competency, consumer 
protection, modernization of the legal framework, security of electronic transactions, payment systems, trade 
facilitation, competition, and logistics. A key deliverable of the AWPEC is the development of an ASEAN 
Agreement on E-Commerce.

With the eTrade for all partners, UNCTAD is committed to continue supporting Lao PDR in its resolve to harness 
the potential of e-commerce for its development.

Shamika N. Sirimanne
Director, Division on Technology and Logistics, UNCTAD
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Lao PDR is actively working to graduate from the list 
of Least Developed Countries. The Lao PDR economy 
continues to perform well: in the last six or seven 
years, there certainly has been a noticeable shift in its 
economic outlook. In its quest to diversify its economy 
and trade Lao, now a member of the WTO, has turned 
to services as an engine of economic development. 
Services matter both because they make a significant 
contribution to export diversification and growth and 
because they play the role of an enabler of other 
sectors of the economy in moving up the value 
chain and contribute to the economic diversification 
process. 

Information and communications technology (ICT) 
services are slowly becoming an important segment 
of the Lao economy, triggered by Lao’s participation 
in international negotiating fora, because of its 
geographical position in the Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations (ASEAN) and the need to catch up with 
the development of digital economies at its borders. 
Despite this, the adoption of e-commerce both by firms 
and consumers has been limited, raising questions 
about the importance of persistent bottlenecks. 

The concept of e-commerce is still new for Lao. For 
most respondents to the survey, e-commerce is about 
buying retail products, notably clothes, IT products 
and cosmetics online. The improvement of logistics 
and payment infrastructure has contributed to the 
recent growth of e-commerce, as many young people 
have started buying products online. Significant 
progress has also been made on trade facilitation, 
although more efforts are needed towards paperless 
trade. While interest has grown, e-commerce is not 
widely used in Lao PDR, due to underdevelopment 
of the telecommunications infrastructure and the low 
rate of formal banking and credit card use.  

Access to telecommunication services, especially 
mobile phone services, has expanded dramatically 
over the past ten years. However, the absence of an 
independent regulator, lack of a licensing framework 
and lack of a level playing field in the market are 

perceived by operators (both government and 
privately-owned) as key impediments to the continued 
development of the Lao telecommunications 
sector.  Besides the significant growth of mobile 
connectivity in recent years, the Internet service 
needs to be strengthened to help people use digital 
financial services (DFS). In a country where more than 
80 per cent of the population own a mobile phone 
and only 40 per cent are financially included although 
not banked, DFS hold significant potential to provide 
accessible and convenient services to Lao people. 
However, low literacy and limited understanding of 
technology represent major challenges to penetration 
and adoption of DFS in rural areas. 

The Lao government passed a law on electronic 
transactions in 2012, paving the way for future 
growth in e-commerce. It has also enacted the Law 
on Prevention and Combating of Cyber Crime in 
2016. A new law creating a National Payment System 
should be passed in 2018, providing much needed 
DFS regulations. The regulatory framework needed to 
enable interbank payments is being developed. Lao 
PDR still doesn’t have a full set of laws to regulate 
e-commerce activities, the main missing legislation 
being on privacy and the protection of consumers 
online. The Government has been concerned about 
what have appeared to be potential revenue losses 
created by the absence of dedicated regulations for 
e-commerce activities (in particular from so-called 
Facebook and Instagram shops).

Needs for technical assistance are well perceived 
and were expressed at different occasions during 
interviews conducted for this assessment. Some of 
the priority actions this assessment recommends 
include, in priority order: creating awareness about 
e-commerce; developing a national vision and 
coordinating framework by the Government; adopting 
less restrictive regulations in the banking and telecom 
sectors to offer better and affordable e-commerce 
services; and recognizing the massive overhaul of 
ICT contents in education curricula and the value and 
potential of the tech start-ups flourishing in Lao PDR.  
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