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A Global Paradigm of Participatory Development and Local Interactions: Cases of Development Assistance in Laos


Development assistance in developing countries has seen scores of new approaches in the recent years.  Among them, with the greatest popularity is participatory development, an advocacy for increased participation of the local population in planning, formulation, implementation and evaluation of development projects.  Participatory approaches at the project level are expected to bring out more effective and fairer development.  Consequently, numerous studies have been carried out on how to facilitate greater participation of the local population as well as how to adjust these approaches to the local particularity.  On the contrary to the frequently scrutinized approaches and methods of local participation in projects, there have not been enough analyses on the influence of these approaches on the local society and institutions.


This paper attempts to shed light on transformations that were made through the greater exposure to external assistance.  In particular, it examines the local dynamics of interactions between externally assisted participatory projects and local social and institutional actors and structures through an examination of development assistance in Laos.  The Laotian development policy had been organized on the premise of central planning and top-down guidelines until the early 1990s as was the case in socialist countries.  After the collapse of the Soviet Union, a flux of foreign assistance from the Western world came to dominate development assistance.  While at the state level Laos’s political system remains one-party system, innumerable development projects bring in new processes such as the participatory approach and new notions such as gender and ethnic equality.  This study reveals that certain areas welcomed changing relations between the local population and the administrative and policy practice, and that other areas remained traditional top-down approach, sometimes even strengthening the level of control.
