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Forword

The Policy Research Priority Agenda was formulated through a consultative process with
facilitation of the Policy Think Tank (PTT) Initiative of the Policy Research Center for
Agricultural and Rural Development under the leadership of the National Agriculture and
Forestry Research Institute (NAFRI). The PRP is NAFRI’s policy research framework that
prioritizes research themes and topics from the period of 2025 — 2030. It is aligned with
NAFRI’s current research programs and the Agricultural Development Strategy (ADS) to 2025
and the Vision to the year 2030 of the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry (MAF).

The document describes the process and prioritization of the Policy Research Priority Agenda for
Agriculture, Forestry and Rural Development Sector and how the agenda contributes to
evidence-based policy development. It is also expected to be used as a crucial research
framework to accelerate research cooperation and making research impacts contributing to a
sustainable agricultural development and socio-economic development of Lao People’s
Democratic Republic (Lao PDR).

On behalf of NAFRI and PTT’s facilitation and management team, I would like to express our
appreciation for the support for PRA’s formulation from all involved public agencies within
MAF and other ministries/institutions as well the development partners, in particular the CGIAR
Initiative on National Policies and Strategies (NPS) via the International Water Management
Institute (IWMI), for their financial and technical contributions to PRA’s formulation process.
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Background

The National Agriculture and Forestry Research Institute (NAFRI), which is part of the Ministry of
Agriculture and Forestry (MAF) conducted consultation processes with relevant stakeholders to
formulate the Policy Research Priority (PRP) agenda for the period from 2025-2030. The PRP was
developed as a particular guidance for Policy Think Tank (PTT) and its research partners to utilize
their existing resources and efforts to conduct research in response to development intervention
priorities and interests of the Government. The Policy Research Priority Agenda reflects support for
the Agricultural Development Strategy (ADS) to 2025 and the Vision to the year 2030 of the
Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry (MAF), calling for strong evidence-based policy measures to
enhance its implementation and positive impacts®. It is well aligned with current programs of the
NAFRI. It is also expected that this first PTT’s research priority agenda would be used as a crucial
research framework to trace its intervention progress and impacts contributing to sustainable,
resilient, inclusive and productive agricultural practices in Lao PDR.

PTT was established in June 2012 as part of the NAFRI under the Ministry of Agriculture and
Forestry (MAF). PTT is also considered a cross-sectoral policy research initiative within MAF’s
main Sectoral Working Group on Agriculture and Rural Development (SWG-ARD). The Policy
Research Center for Agricultural and Rural Development, a key technical unit within NAFRI,
spearheads the PTT. The PTT has served as a platform to engage key government ministries,
farmers, and private sector stakeholders in dialogue and consensus-building on critical agricultural
policy issues that impact provincial and district actions in support of livelihood development among
the rural poor. Particularly, PTT has undertaken key roles in conducting and coordinating policy
research and facilitating policy engagements through different consultation and learning platforms.
These were to provide evidence-based policy recommendations and options for relevant policy
makers to address relevant nascent and critical issues, for example a trade-off between agricultural
food security and commercialization due to incohesive policy implementation.

To guide the activities of the PTT, it is essential to develop a programme of five-year policy
research priorities for 2025-2030. This plan will outline a comprehensive five-year research
programme with clearly defined goals and detailed outcomes. Additionally, it will include annual
sub-projects designed to support the successful execution of the PTT research programme. The
research priorities were organized into three themes and a set of enablers: sustainable and resilient
food production and agriculture, economic strengthening, social inclusion, and enablers. This
structure was designed to organize potential research questions. Research opportunities are
subcategories of the themes and represent specific research fields within them; they are part of the
broader themes. The research questions are an operationalization of specific avenues. The agenda is
made operational by identifying the research questions to better target the research, to plan the
methods needed for application, and to define the expected outcomes, including how they can be
measured and evaluated.

! Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry (MAF) 2015. Agriculture Development Strategy (ADS) to 2025 and Vision to the
year 2030, https://www.maf.gov.la/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/MDS-2025-and-Vision-to-2030-Eng.pdf.



Agriculture sector context

Agricultural policy influence how food systems operate, have the ability to supports food
production, determine food quality standards, the incentives for certain farming practices, and how
farmers are insured against crop losses. In principle, policy research aims to produce scientific
evidence required for strategy and policy development through carrying out primary research into
specific policy issues or issue-centric research?.

Although agricultural production and food security in Lao PDR continue to recover from the
COVID-19 pandemic and the impacts of the on-going financial and economic crisis®, the crisis still
cause major economic disruption, creating a risk in agricultural investments toward achieving
climate resilience and a green recovery. Policy research is required to response to the crisis situation
and address its underlying challenges as policies are also seen as a driving force for agricultural
development, for example, market-oriented and clean agricultural production®.

Major production challenges faced by farmers include floods®> and droughts other water security
issues due to climate variability effecting the onset, severity and duration of the seasonal monsoon.
Connected to this are delays in planting due to late rains e.g., in 2022 and gaps in the supply of
agriculture inputs affecting around 18 percent of farmers®. Additionally, farmers struggled with
access to sufficient agriculture labor and crop diseases. Crop marketing challenges were usually
linked to limitations on movement during the COVID-19 lockdowns as well as the current
economic crisis, with over 20 percent of farmers indicating that the usual traders did not visit and
well over 30 percent stating that prices were unusually low’. This may be from high fuel costs and
inflation impacting the economies of scale for small traders, who avoided travel to collect small
quantities of produce.

Much research on commercial agriculture production in Lao PDR reveals both positive and negative
economic, social, and environmental impacts. The rise of agribusiness, particularly in the
cultivation of mono-crops, has raised environmental concerns, due to habitat fragmentation, soil
degradation increased use of pesticides and effects on water quality. On the other hand, farmer’s
organizations play an important role in commercial agriculture because they consolidate efforts of
individual farmers to improve production techniques, access inputs, and improve processing and
quality of commodities for supply to local and international markets®. However, commercial
agriculture has risks, especially with the current situation; limited technical knowledge, lack of

2 Weerahewa, J.; Jacque, A. 2021, Agricultural Policy Analysis - Concepts and Tools for Emerging Economies, Springer
Nature Singapore Pte Ltd. doi.:10.1007/978-981-16-3284-6.

® World Bank. 2024. Lao PDR Economic Monitor. Accelerating Reforms for Growth.

* Phounvisouk et al. 2024, Regional workshop on Agribusiness Public-Private partnerships in Cambodia, Lao PDR and
Vietnam. CGIAR. https://cgspace.cgiar.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/b70698f0-1ce0-4e1f-abf3-3232b50blecl/content.
® United Nations Country Team in Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Lao PDR). 2024. Lao PDR: Inter-agency
contingency plan 2024

® Green Climate Fund (GCF) Readiness Assessment Report. 2023. COVID-19 and 5F crises impact on the Agriculture,
Forestry and Land Use (AFOLU) sectors

" Green Climate Fund (GCF) Readiness Assessment Report. 2023. COVID-19 and 5F crises impact on the Agriculture,
Forestry and Land Use (AFOLU) sectors

& National Agriculture and Forestry Research Institute (NAFRI). 2020. Leveraging Geo-Economic Proximity and
Agricultural Commercialisation. Policy Brief.
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funds for investment, insufficient planning to meet market demand, inconsistent production to meet
quantity and quality needs of the market, and limited access to different markets, are among the
main factors exacerbating risk. In addition, infrastructure such as roads, electricity and irrigation are
still inadequate.

Agriculture and rural development face several significant challenges that impede progress and
sustainability. Many Lao farmers continue to rely on traditional farming techniques, which are often
inefficient and ineffective, and result in low productivity. Farmers often lack access to modern
agricultural technology, quality seeds, fertilizers, and other inputs that could improve yields. This
limits their ability to adopt better practices and increases their vulnerability to external shocks.
Degraded or low fertility soils are common in many rural areas, making it difficult for farmers to
achieve optimal crop growth. Without access to modern soil management practices or fertilizers,
maintaining or improving soil fertility remains a challenge. Farmers face inadequate irrigation and
drainage systems thus limiting the ability of farmers to manage water resources effectively. This can
lead to water scarcity during dry seasons or flooding during rainy periods, both of which negatively
impact crop production. Poor road access and production infrastructure hinder farmers' access to
reliable and sustainable markets, reducing their ability to sell produce at competitive prices”.
Moreover, farmers are increasingly facing unpredictable and unfavorable weather patterns due to
climate change. This includes droughts, floods, and extreme temperatures, which can devastate
crops and reduce yields, and cause pest outbreaks. The rising prices of seeds, fertilizers, pesticides,
and other essential agricultural inputs make it difficult for farmers to invest in their crops, further
reducing productivity and profitability These challenges are interconnected, with each exacerbating
the others, creating a cycle of poverty and low productivity that hinders rural development and the
overall growth of the agricultural sector.

In order to demonstrate progress and achieve sustainability in agriculture and rural development, it
is necessary to improve inclusivity by ensuring rural populations generate incomes and diverse
livelihoods; empowering women and youth, and ensuring their access to land tenure, finance,
services and decision-making roles; targeting employment gaps and social welfare gaps for persons
with disabilities and vulnerable groups. Particularly, there are opportunities for the development of
green and clean agricultural products in Lao PDR. By focusing on niche markets, the country could
leverage its unique biodiversity and ecosystem to produce high-quality, environmentally friendly
agricultural products. This approach not only provides to the growing global demand for sustainable
and organic products but also promotes better land management practices and environmental
conservation.

Development framework and approach

This policy research priority agenda formulation process was conducted by NAFRI from 2025 to
2030 at the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry. The policy research priorities were developed
within the context of the agricultural and rural development policy framework and based on

° World Bank (WB). 2022. Developing the Agribusiness Potential in the Laos-China Railway Corridor. Opportunities
and Challenges.



stakeholder consultations that reflect institutional interests and missions through policy
engagements.

Policy framework

The policy of MAF is detailed in the current Agriculture Development Strategy (ADS) 2020-2025 and
Vision to 2030 and focuses on 4 programs, namely: food security and nutrition, agricultural
commodity commercialization, forest protection and management, and rural development and
poverty reduction (Diagram 1). The programs are organized into 10 action plans which are delivered
through focused projects.

4 )
Food security and Agricultural commodity com-
nutrition mercialization
- /
MAF’s 4 Priority Programs
-
Forestry protection and Rural development and pov-
management erty eradication
\.

Diagram 1: Four programmes of MAF.

NAFRI’s six research programmes were taken into consideration for the consultations and
formulation of the PTT’s research priority (Diagram 2).
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Prioritization of Research Themes

The prioritization of research themes involved a comprehensive stakeholder engagement process to
ensure that the selected themes aligned with national priorities and the needs of various sectors. Two
main consultation processes were conducted to achieve this goal. First, bilateral consultations were
held with key relevant departments of MAF, the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment
(MONRE), the Ministry of Energy and Mines (MEM), and the Center for Science and Legislative
Research of National Assembly. These discussions allowed for in-depth dialogue with each
department, enabling the identification of specific research needs and areas of focus that align with
their respective mandates and strategic goals.

Following the bilateral consultations, a multilateral stakeholder consultation was organized to
further refine and prioritize the inputs gathered. This broader forum brought together representatives
from the departments involved in the bilateral discussions, as well as other relevant stakeholders, to
collectively assess and rank the proposed research themes. The multilateral consultation facilitated a
collaborative approach to decision-making, ensuring that the final set of prioritized research themes
reflected a balanced consideration of the insights and priorities from all the key sectors involved.
This iterative consultation process was crucial in building consensus and ensuring that the research
themes selected would have broad relevance and impact.

Four key research areas and sub-research topics were summarized from both consultation exercises
as shown in Diagram 3 below.

The Policy Think Tank

1. Sustainable and 2. Economic 3. Social Inclusion 4. Enablers
resilient food Strengthening
production and
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Diagram 3: Key research areas as identified in the consultations

Priority research themes from 2025 - 2030

Three to four research topics for each individual research priority were identified for the PTT’s
Research Agenda from 2025 — 2030. Details of the topics for each research theme, issues to be
addressed through some suggested research questions and their expected contributions to NAFRI’s
framework can be summarized as follows:

Research theme 1: Sustainable and resilient food production and agriculture.

Key research topics

e Climate smart and water secure agriculture.
e Sustainable farming practices.
e Farmer adoption of climate responsive technologies.

Some key research questions

These were some suggested research questions, but not limited to:
e How can new water-saving technology for rice and other crop cultivation be introduced
to promote further adoptions among smallholders?
e How can water resources in the lowland and upland areas be effectively managed
through cross-sectoral cooperation?
e What policy options and engagements are crucial for agricultural commercialization of
environmental-friendly/agroecology products?

Underpinning NAFRI’s research programs

e Climate resilient research on seed multiplications, production techniques and




technologies.
e Sustainable utilization and conservation of agrobiodiversity and forestry.

Research theme 2: Economic strengthening.

Key research topics

e Poverty reduction and livelihood improvements for smallholder farmers.
e Value adding and value chain development.

e Sustainable market access and linkages.

e Rural agribusiness promotion.

Some key research questions

These were some suggested research questions, but not limited to:
e How can sustainable direct market access be established for rural community to shift
from unnecessary chains of middlemen and increase their profit proportion?
e How can clean or green agricultural farming concepts and practices be promoted in
both urban and rural communities as one of the main production segments?
e How can agricultural production for food and nutrition security of the rural community
be well integrated in the commercialization initiatives?

Underpinning NAFRI’s research programs

e Socio-economic research on agriculture, forestry and rural development.
e Research on agro-processing technigues and technologies.




Research theme 3: Social inclusion:

Key research topics

e Access to productive resources by rural youth, women and men farmers.

e Climate change impacts on food security and nutrition of the affected and vulnerable
households.

e Women and youth in agriculture.
e Access to decision making process among vulnerable and marginal groups.

Some key research questions

These were some suggested research questions, but not limited to:
e What benefits are derived from the active participation of women and youths in
agricultural production?
e How can agricultural innovations be more responsive to the needs of women and
marginal groups?
e How can knowledge and lessons learned on production techniques, innovation, and systems

related to climate variation adaptability, improved productivity, and commercialization be
effectively disseminated to vulnerable, marginal, and at-risk farmers for successful adoption?

Underpinning NAFRI’s research programs

e Socio-economic research on agriculture, forestry and rural development.

e Sustainable utilization and conservation of agrobiodiversity and forestry.

e Climate resilient research on seed multiplication, production techniques and
technologies.

e Developing database, information and knowledge management.

Research theme 4: Enablers:

Key research topics

e Coordination mechanism in different areas, such as:
- Export-import
- Rural development
- Policy implementation
e Pathways for future farmers.
e Gender and social norms on women in agriculture.
e Policy coherence and engagements.

Some key research questions

These were some suggested research questions, but not limited to:

e What innovations, technologies, institutional supports, policy engagements, and resources are
required to facilitate smallholder farmers in adopting green and sustainable agricultural
practices in response to climate variation, food and nutrition security, and commercialization?

e What factors influence cohesive policy implementations from the central to the local level in
terms of food production, commercialization, and export-import facilitation?

e What measures and arrangements are necessary to facilitate financial and capital access for
poor, vulnerable, and smallholder farmers?

e How can gender and social norms be promoted for gender and youth mainstreaming and
empowerment in agricultural practices and relevant decision-making?

Underpinning NAFRI’s research programs

e Socio-economic research on agriculture, forestry and rural development.




e Climate resilient research on seed multiplication, production techniques and
technologies.

e Research on agro-processing techniques and technologies.

e Sustainable utilization and conservation of agrobiodiversity and forestry.

Implementing partnerships

The research priorities are generally embedded into existing agriculture and rural development
system workflows or community livelihood. Researchers will therefore seek the support and
active participation of relevant stakeholders as well as policy makers, who will guide with the
implementation of the research priorities into PTT usual practices and processes.

Research partnerships are collaborative endeavors where multiple organizations or entities join
forces to conduct policy research. These partnerships often involve research and academic
institutions, government bodies, the private sector companies and civil society groups. The goal
is to leverage the strengths and resources of each partner to address complex challenges, generate
new knowledge, and apply findings in practical, impactful ways. The process of establishing and
maintaining research partnerships offers several significant advantages. First, it allows for the
pooling of resources, including funding, expertise, and infrastructure, which can significantly
enhance the quality and scope of research. Second, partnerships facilitate the sharing of diverse
perspectives, leading to more comprehensive and innovative solutions. Third, they foster a
collaborative environment where learning and knowledge transfer are continuous, benefiting all
involved parties. Lastly, research partnerships can increase the impact of research by ensuring
that findings are disseminated and implemented more broadly, often influencing policy and
practice at various levels.

Research collaboration with national and international research and development organizations,
as well as community, interest and industry groups, is a crucial aspect of successful research
partnerships. National research institutes could bring a deep understanding of local contexts,
challenges, and opportunities, which is essential for the relevance and applicability of PTT’s
policy research outcomes. At the same time, international research institutes offer global
perspectives, advanced methodologies, and access to a broader network of research expertise.
Meanwhile, civil society organizations play a key role in ensuring that PTT’s policy research
addresses the needs and priorities of communities and that the results are accessible and
beneficial to the Lao public. These collaborations create a multi-dimensional approach to
research, enriching the research process and leading to sustainable, inclusive, and effective and
effective outcomes.

Furthermore, collaborative work between PTT’s researchers, external researchers and other
partners can facilitate knowledge sharing, and ensure that solutions generated through NAFRI’s
research are appropriate for the intended user group including policy makers and smallholder
farmers. It is critical for PTT to expand the scope, depth, and applicability of research through a
combination of diverse expertise and resources. Bilateral and multilateral cooperation among the

10



stakeholders are keys to promoting evidence-based policy research, policy engagements and
practices towards findings. PTT cooperated and has been cooperating with different research
partners since its initial formulation stage. Some of the previous and current key partners
depicted in Diagram 4:

International Research Institutes/DPs:

I m ple menti ng . (SSVIVD\SCS) Agency for Development and Cooperation
Partnersh i ps . :llet;rDrftional Fund for Agricultural Development
%E * CIRAD, a French Agricultural Research Centre for
L 5 i International Development.

= International Water Management Institute (IWMI)

and CGIAR.
* Stockholm Environment Institute (SEl)Center for

Economic and Social Development (CESD)
Institute for Policy and Strategy for Agriculture and

)
Rural Development (IPSARD).
= Australian Centre for International Agricultural
Research (ACIAR).
« Cambodia Development Resource Institute (CDRi
A

National Research Institutes:
» Department of Planning and Cooperation (DOPC)

= National University of Laos (NUOL).
CSOS: / 'i,,. = » Lao Academy of Social and Economic Sciences (LASES).
& e;;‘f"ﬂ » Development Research Institute (DRI).
« Lao Farmer Network (LFN). g i :2;" » Researcher of the Institute for Industry and Commerce (lIC)

= Green Community Alliance (GCA)

Diagram 4: PTT's research partners

Research quality assurance

Ensuring research quality is fundamental to producing reliable and impactful policy research
findings. Key principles include consistency, transparency, and ethical integrity. Thorough
methodologies, grounded in established scientific principles, are employed to ensure the validity
and reliability of results. Transparency in research processes, including data collection, analysis,
and reporting, is essential to enable reproducibility and peer review/verification. Ethical integrity,
encompassing respect for participants, proper data management, and adherence to relevant
regulations, ensures that the research upholds the highest standards of responsibility and
trustworthiness. PTT’s approaches to quality assurance may include peer review, regular audits,
and the implementation of standardized protocols across research activities. Additionally,
continuous training and capacity-building initiatives with the focus on the on-the-job training
approaches for researchers and research assistant could be provided to maintain and elevate the
quality of research outputs.

Communication

Effective communication and dissemination strategies are critical to maximizing the impact of
research. These strategies will be tailored based on the needs and interests of various
stakeholders, including policymakers, practitioners, academics, and the general public. Utilizing
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a mix of traditional and digital platforms, such as the Sector Working Group Agriculture and
Rural Development (SWGARD) and its Sub-Sector Working Groups (SSWGs), NAFRI’s
website, academic journals, conferences, policy briefs, social media, and other open-access
repositories, can broaden the reach and accessibility of research findings. Engaging with media
outlets and community organizations will further amplify the dissemination efforts, ensuring that
research insights contribute to public discourse and decision-making processes. Moreover,
fostering partnerships with stakeholders from the outset of the research can facilitate the co-
creation of knowledge and ensure that outputs are relevant and actionable.

Source of finance

Efforts to secure sustainable funding is crucial for the successful implementation of the research
priorities. Government budget is limited but provide a foundational source of financing,
especially for research aligned with national priorities or government interest, e.g. government
research support through the Project for Capacity Building in Public Investment Program
Management (PCAP) and the Science and Technology Development Force. With an aim at
advancing scientific knowledge and innovation, the government funding usually is channeled
through a small research grants, institutional support, or specific government initiatives. In
addition to government funds, funding support from development partners and private sector
partnerships can significantly enhance research capacities. These sources often offer grants or
technical support with a focus on specific themes or regions, thereby complementing government
funding and enabling research priorities that addresses agriculture, forestry and rural
development challenges. A diversified funding portfolio, combining government and donor
contributions, can provide greater financial stability and allow for more ambitious and long-term
research agendas.
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