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LABOUR IN THE RUBBER SECTOR IN LAOS

There are around 275,000 ha of plantation rubber (Hevea brasiliensis) in Laos, primarily grown for latex.
Rubber plantations may be owned by farmers, under contracts between farmers and companies, or in
company concessions with differential rights to land, frees and products. Opportunities for employment
vary depending on the plantation investment model and scale and type of latex and wood processing.
This study explored the issue of labour in natural rubber and rubberwood supply chains in Laos.

e The rubber sector is important for formal and informal employment and for rural households, but total
labour participation in the sector is unquantified.

e Rules for domestic and foreign employment - on labour, frade unions, social security, and dispute
resolution, are not always applied by companies, employees or enforced by the government.

e New strategies on social protection and rural employment have recently been drafted.

e Labourers are typically Lao, while managerial and technical staff tend to be from the investor’s
country of origin. Where companies cannot attract local workers at the offered wage, they recruit
migrant Lao or foreign workers.

e Where there is conflict between local people and companies (for example over land), locals may
refuse to work for the company, and may also prevent migrant workers from gaining employment.
Companies recruit foreign labour as an alternative.

e There is high competition for labour between rubber companies and with other sectors, however,
wages in the rubber sector remain relatively low and are susceptible to price fluctuations where
payment is a proportion of harvested latex. High latex prices make rubber labour sought after -
rubber labour is viewed positively when compared to some other options, including upland rice
cultivation. Low latex prices result in labour loss to other sectors.

e Rubberlabouris insecure employment. Most Lao workers do not have contracts - contracts may not
be offered or may not be preferred by workers. Employment for tappers is seasonal and monthly
payments typically consist of a proportion of latex harvested and sometimes a fixed salary. While this
is infended to increase productivity, it marginalizes those who are older or less able.

e Insome cases, there is a preference for labourers from specific ethnic groups who are viewed as
more skilled, harder working and more reliable.

e There are documented health risks associated with rubber. While there are generic Good
Agriculture Practice Agreements there are no specific standards for the rubber sector

e There labour opportunities in skilled wood processing when rubberwood manufacturing sector
develops but this requires some specialist training.

¢ Compliance with legal requirements for labour, including worker rights, health and safety need to be
traceable for timber legality verification and certification of sustainable latex.
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Further research is needed to understand the scale of rubber labouring,
the dynamics of and barriers to labour contracts, the size of the informal
labour sector, the roles of men and women and impacts on families.

e Fair and equitable labour standards are required for employment in
natural rubber, and rubberwood sectors. Intfernational labour standards
exist and could be adapted for Laos.

¢ Review New guidance on the use and confracting of local and foreign
labour in investment projects should be extended to the rubber sector,
with better enforcement.

¢ The flow, quality of contracts and conditions of Lao local and migrant
Recommendations labour and foreign workers in the sector should be monitored.

¢ Communication about, and improved access to, notary, dispute resolution
and mediation processes is needed.

e Occupational health and safety standards should be set and enforced for
all stages — planting, tapping, latex processing, frading, wood harvesting
and processing. Lessons can be learnt from neighbouring countries.

e There are opportunities to up-skill Lao people to undertake technical tasks
in latex and rubberwood processing.

e Smallholder perspectives and informal labour sector should be integrated
into any planning for a future rubber sector, and extension services,
monitoring, and supportive policies are needed.

Research Approach
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A value-chain approach was : DL NN 1B

utilised to explore the rubber
sector in Laos and ifs
connections to investor
countries - primarily China and
Vietnam. Interviews were

conducted with key
informants including
government, investors,

processors, rubber growers
and some workers in provinces
in Northern and Southern Laos.
Existing literature was
reviewed fo provide
background and contextual
information to our analysis.
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