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Learners at the work-
shops of YES
Source: Andreas Mesli

lenging it is to find a balance between their role as businesspeople and as trainers. 
They are very well acquainted with having to juggle acting in the interest of the 
community and taking individual responsibility. Mubli Mabuza (42), the manager 
of the YES programme, is confident: ‘If we manage to motivate the young people 
and give them the skills they need, then we can do something about high youth 
unemployment.’
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The instructors recommend taking on 80 school-leavers a year in the YES pro-
gramme. They can then found a small company at the workshops on land owned 
by the Salesians of Don Bosco. In line with the strong community spirit, they 
generally form business teams; small cooperatives. These groups, formed during 
the programme, pay 800 ZAR rent (about 80 Euros a month) per workshop for the 
premises and the equipment. They pay 1,500 ZAR (roughly 150 Euros) for a whole 
year of training. They earn this money entirely independently from their work at 
the workshops. In other words, they are both in a protected environment and also 
in the entrepreneurial business world. During the first year, the aim is for the young 
entrepreneurs to develop a customer base and save up to go into regular business 
for themselves at the end of the year, paying for tools and machines from their 
own pockets. This savings plan is mandatory. Five per cent of profits from their 
business transactions are managed by programme members and paid out when 
the entrepreneurs go independent.

There is one aspect which is almost more important than honing their craftsman-
ship skills and practising financial discipline, and that is the additional subjects 
they study. They need to be able to use computers as a matter of course, as well as 
developing and applying marketing strategies. A lot of effort is put into developing 
participants’ entrepreneurship; theory and practice are intended to complement 
one another. The variety of crafts at the 16 workshops is designed to fit the market 
as best possible: automotive and bodywork repairs, (home) electrics, woodwork 
and metalwork, plumbing, dressmaking, upholstery, refrigeration technology, silk-
screen printing and arts and crafts.

As well as supporting individuals, the Don Bosco Skills Centre also negotiates 
with the government to push for more industrial parks to be set up with small, 
affordable workshops. This would help multiply the great results that have been 
achieved so far and make it easier for participants to cross the threshold to in-
dependent employment. The existing workshops also need further investment. 
In the field of car mechanics, in particular, the equipment is far from modern. 
The instructors are keen to point out that this leads young candidates to fail the 
theoretical part of the state examinations. Currently that is not a major limitation 
for graduates, as many vehicles on Swaziland’s roads are still very simple and old. 
The basic mechanical training course is still enough to learn how to repair them.
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Challenges

◗◗ Motivating young people to become independent and giving them opportuni-
ties without breaking with social conventions in Swaziland;
◗◗ Identifying and applying the measures and topics needed to complement 
informal crafts teaching: business skills and entrepreneurship are hard to 
teach anywhere;
◗◗ The educational level of the target group is generally very low, so training must 
have a strong practical basis and suit their needs.

Success .factors

◗◗ In Swaziland, community comes before individual success. Promoting small 
cooperatives stays in line with this social structure and sets forces in motion.
◗◗ In Swaziland the informal market (about 80 % of the industry) provides a lot 
of opportunities, as many everyday needs cannot yet be met by domestic com-
panies. Giving people the qualifications for these fields, and entrepreneurial 
skills, fosters success and creates an income.
◗◗ The holistic approach of Salesian training (technical training and personal 
development, life skills) helps people achieve success in their career and ad-
vance in social terms.

Initial .success

It is very important to everyone involved that YES reaches the poorest of the poor. 
The level of need can be seen from the fact that university graduates are now ap-
plying for places: for them, too, independence is a way out of unemployment. The 
fact that the programme is nonetheless reaching its core target group can be seen 
from the story of 29-year-old Sibongiseni Bhembe, who sums up his beginnings 
pragmatically: ‘I had nothing.’ Not even a formal school diploma, of course. Now a 
trained carpenter, he makes wooden pallets in the Bhunya industrial area. He found 
his niche, and his business model works because it is in the right surroundings. 
Demand for his product is high and his business connections are good. Sibongiseni 
now has ten employees and has registered his company.
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The story of Thabile Mabuza is equally persuasive. The 30-year-old already 
wanted to become ‘a real businesswoman’ many years ago. The fact that she has 
actually achieved that is particularly impressive considering that only few girls 
choose to train as upholsterers and follow through to the end. Thabile stuck 
with it. Marketing and business administration had always been her favourite 
subjects. With that spirit she fitted into the business incubator at the Salesians of 
Don Bosco, joining up with four young people to form a business team. ‘Thabile 
got the whole team moving and always motivated her fellow workers to go along 
with her’, explained her former instructor, Mubli Mabuza. She herself has a very 
simple, clear view of things. She enjoys her job, is dedicated and hard-working. In 

Learners at the workshops of YES Source: Andreas Mesli
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2010 she completed her training and opened her upholstery business, producing 
furniture and repairing armchairs, sofas and car seats. Thabile has two employees, 
both men. Their customers include large companies and institutions such as the 
University of Swaziland. Their business is on a site provided by the government, 
but they still pay rent. Their competitors, with the same portfolio, are right around 
the corner. Is that not difficult? ‘No; I have my own customer base’, she replies, full 
of self-confidence. The other small enterprises are, of course, not run by women. 
Thabile sets a huge example for her partners. Her aims for the future are to further 
extend her customer base, employing even more Swazis. Then she would like to 
buy a van for transport. Marriage and a family still take second place. ‘There’s still 
time. But I would like to do that in future’, she says. Her family is very proud of her.

Further .reading:

◗◗ Statistics about Swaziland: 
http://data.worldbank.org/country/swaziland

◗◗ Statistics about Swaziland: 
http://www.who.int/countries/swz/en/

http://data.worldbank.org/country/swaziland
http://www.who.int/countries/swz/en/
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Sonia Sapiencia de Zapata 
Energy and Population Research Centre (CIEP), Bolivia

Training .Aymara .micro .entrepreneurs .– .
migrants .in .the .city .of .El .Alto

El Alto is a city in Bolivia with one million inhabitants, the majority of them from 
migrant families of the Aymara altiplano and 70 % of them members of the infor-
mal economy. The Energy and Population Research Centre (CIEP) is a Bolivian NGO 
which implements projects that create employment and income based on the knowl-
edge and productive potential of the indigenous people of Bolivia.
The skills that incubate enterprises are strengthened through the technique of 
learning by doing, starting from the preservation of traditional know-how which 
is reflected in cultural craft products. Later on, products are added to the market 
to generate income. Productive cycles are reproduced with technical assistance to 
develop planning capabilities. The aim is sustainability in applying what has been 
learnt, creating leadership and aptitude for working as a group.
The values inherent in this training are: entrepreneurship, creativity, identity, in-
terculturalism, citizenship, partnership, complementarity between producers and 
recognition of the work of women and young people.

1  . The .geographic .and .socio-economic .context .of .the .problems

A few years ago El Alto was just an outlying suburb of the city of La Paz, in Bolivia; 
now it is a city of around one million inhabitants, mostly indigenous Aymara.

They are migrants who, due to the breakdown of the traditional rural economy, 
moved to the outskirts of a large city to live and work. Despite this, they continue to 
maintain close economic, social and cultural relations with the rural communities 
they came from. They supplement their low incomes in the city by selling products 
grown in the community at planting and harvesting time. In addition, the links are 
cultural and organisational in nature: they take part in community festivities and 
even hold positions as community leaders on a rotating basis.
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Their involvement in the city takes the form of working in the informal sector, 
on the margins of a range of social benefits that those working in the formal sec-
tor receive, such as the right to job security, health care and a pension. They are 
mainly indigenous people and families with little education, especially the women, 
with high levels of poverty and extreme poverty. Their informal production units 
are based on family work, which in many cases does not pay for the participation 
of relatives or of trainees below the age of 30. The level of investment and use of 
technology is low, resulting in low productivity.

Women are involved in the informal sector, primarily in small businesses and 
micro enterprises producing craft goods reflecting their cultural identity. Despite 
the precarious nature of this type of work, it enables them to earn a wage of their 
own, supplementing that of their men folk, who are often faced with unemploy-
ment. This gives them greater economic independence and empowerment.

Craft products preserve indigenous techniques, materials and designs, and are 
destined mainly for the market, where people with higher incomes and tourists 
buy them.

The young people in these Aymara families also participate in the informal 
economy although, being better educated, they seek better jobs but do not often 
find them. Youth unemployment is high and often results in crime and gang 
membership.

2  . The .Energy .and .Population .Research .Centre .(CIEP)

CIEP (Centro de Investigación de Energía y Población) is a Bolivian NGO that trains 
people in order to promote alternative ways of generating income through training 
in productive enterprises, preservation of the traditional methods of producing 
cultural objects and adaptation of these traditional methods to the requirements 
of the market. It operates in several regions of Bolivia, aiming to achieve greater 
competitiveness in micro and small enterprises while knowing that the success of 
taking these measures depends on national policies which encourage and support 
productive development, as well as paying greater attention to rural areas.

The organisation was created to incorporate the use of technologies suitable for 
the social and economic development of poor people. The first thing it did was to 
focus on assisting with the preservation and diversification of the pottery of the 
rural communities of pot makers.



Training Aymara micro entrepreneurs – migrants in the city of El Alto  |  143

It focused its area of activity based on a description of the territory inhabited by 
potters in pre-colonial times produced by John Murra: Los Olleros del Inca (The Pot 
Makers of the Inca). Traversing the altiplano, he located them in the vicinity of Lake 
Titicaca, the Desaguadero River and Lake Poopó. This CIEP initiative had a major 
impact on the traditional production of pottery and diversified its production.

As part of this undertaking, CIEP came across the Collana Baja community, where 
only a few old people remained and continued to work at the trade.

CHALLENGES

◗◗ Very little capability by the formal sector to involve the informal sector:
The problems of the Bolivian economy do not make it possible for human 
resources and enterprises trained in the informal sector to receive the ben-
efits of social welfare, job stability and level of income of the formal sector. 
Work must be done to extend these benefits to entrepreneurs trained in the 
informal sector.
◗◗ Intermittent nature of informal training:
Training in productive skills in the informal sector does not rely on strong 
institutional structures or on stable financial resources. The State and NGOs 
must be involved in working together to integrate this type of technical train-
ing into formal schemes.

SUCCESS .FACTORS

◗◗ Entrepreneurial capability:
El Alto reflects the dynamism of the population who are of Aymara origin in 
an urban context: persevering, creative, entrepreneurs, able to live frugally 
and to work long hours. 
◗◗ Cultural riches in an urban setting:
The Aymara culture gives craft products a cultural personality that is enriched 
with other cultural influences.
◗◗ Closeness to technological resources and markets:
Training in the production of cultural crafts has greater likelihood of gaining 
access to new technologies and to markets with greater purchasing power in 
an urban context than do producers in rural areas.
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3  . Experience .and .results .of .the .educational .work .with .Aymara .
migrants

3 1 . Female .potters

CIEP came into contact with the migrant families of the Collana Baja community 
in the Janko Kalani district of the city of El Alto with the aim of preserving their 
pottery making skills. A group was formed to undertake this task with the daugh-
ters of those potters who were still producing goods in their community. Even 
though they were helping their parents in the pottery, in order to involve other 
migrants it was decided to teach simple techniques, such as modelling by hand 

Ceramics made by women from El Alto, daughters of rural potters.
Source: CIEP

Miguel Limachi´s hand made production in El Alto 
show the influence of the ancient pottery from Tiwan-
aku, the region from which he migrated. Source: CIEP
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and using moulds. They learnt how to use enamel and how to operate an electric 
oven. They positioned their products in the market. CIEP supported this process 
until 2006, when it implemented a project which was the first stage in the produc-
ers becoming self-managing. 

Through practice, the building and strengthening of productive skills reaffirmed 
a methodology tailored to each context. In the case of Chualluma, a community 
in the province of Camacho on the border with Peru, in the far north of the alti-
plano, the distance from the urban centres and inaccessibility because of the lack 
of roads meant that the training was focused on ancestral techniques, without any 
variations, to avoid being dependent on materials, tools or equipment that were 
difficult to obtain.

On the other hand, the techniques applied with the potters of Janko Kalani 
included technological advances which were present in an urban environment. It 
was necessary to reinforce the women’s right to have access to technologies which 
until then seemed intended for men or people with higher incomes, ending the 
unequal access to new technologies.

The design of their products reflected the cultural changes that affect migrants 
and the aim of penetrating markets with greater purchasing power. The products 
that were successful were those which stylised the nostalgia for their community, 
such as replicas of houses, and utensils for serving food in which traces of the 
Aymara culture were subtly evident.

The development of this trade empowered the women as citizens:

◗◗ Their work was turned into a demonstration of pride in the legacy of their potter 
ancestors in the indigenous community.
◗◗ Their contribution to generating the family’s income raised their importance 
within the family.
◗◗ Their involvement in a producers’ organisation enabled them to learn about other 
regions and techniques, broadening their view of the world.
◗◗ Their presence in commercial centres and involvement in political advocacy 
made them powerful women.

3 2 . Young .producers

In 2006, Project Concern International called upon CIEP to motivate the young 
people of El Alto about local development by making use of games in a show cov-
ering various public squares and educational centres. CIEP organised a series of 
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tents called the “Productive Quarter”. A productive skill was shown in each of them: 
pottery, basket making, needlework, creative crafts and cookery. To the surprise of 
the students, an object was produced in minutes and then there was an opportunity 
for those wishing to do so to try out the technique they had observed.

The outcome of this motivational event was the spontaneous creation of a group 
of supporters who wanted to learn the techniques that had been demonstrated in 
the travelling “Productive Quarter”. This was the basis for the training of the “Pro-
ductive Hands Network of Young Producers”, made up of children or grandchildren 
of Aymara migrants.

Between 2010 and 2011 an enterprise incubator methodology was applied to 
this network, in conjunction with other organisations. Its members mastered the 
productive skills they chose, developed sets of products, created their corporate im-
age, organised exhibitions, appeared before the mass media, exchanged knowledge 
with young producers from other regions, coordinated with their local councils, 
established relationships with other networks, generated income for their families 
and replicated their knowledge by training other young people.

The diversity of the participants led to basic knowledge being passed on, and 
this continued to be improved. A ‘made by young people’ stamp was given to the 
products developed to attract young consumers. By this means, what we term 
creative crafts (the manufacture of candles, dolls and chipboard decorations) were 

What we see: Puppetry, pottery and candle making are part of the presentation in a cultural exhibi-
tions hall in La Paz of The Productive Hands Network of Young Producers. Source: CIEP
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supported, with an ethnic touch set in an explosion of colours. In addition, there 
were also confectionery products based on Andean foodstuffs.
Both experiences were reflected in the following outcomes:
◗◗ Research into the lives of craft producers and their products (publications in 
books, newspapers and videos);
◗◗ Preserved and revitalised pottery production;
◗◗ A wide range of craft products;
◗◗ Products used in the everyday life of urban consumers;
◗◗ Access to technology through production centres;
◗◗ Corporate and product images (catalogues, posters, packaging, labelling);
◗◗ Young people’s enterprises created;
◗◗ Producer networks organised;
◗◗ A presence at local, national and international exhibitions;
◗◗ Leaders who develop political advocacy for the benefit of their peers.

Annex 1 compiles the main skills developed in the different project components.

Young entrepreneur leaders represent their peers on TV in La Paz. Source: CIEP
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4  . Training .methodology .for .incubating .productive .enterprises

The following steps are taken in the comprehensive methodology for incubating 
productive enterprises:

1) .Diagnosis .and .preservation

Research activities to preserve usages and customs in the production of cultural 
crafts within the framework of employment and the productive power of each 
region and analysis of supply and demand structures for this type of production.

2) .Training .based .on .developing .a .productive .identity

a. Introductory .training
Acquisition and reinforcement of knowledge and understanding of selected pro-
duction techniques based on a review of the participants’ productive tradition and 
their immediate environment, and the demands of the market they wish to reach.

b. Further .training
Improvement of production techniques through replicas of prototypes designed 
based on the determined productive personality (product development).

3) .Reproduction .of .the .productive .cycle .in .relation .to .the .market

Experimental introduction of the product to the market. Assessment of the results 
obtained in each incursion to determine what and how to produce, in what quan-
tities and for whom.

4) .Promotion .of .the .productive .units

Development of corporate identity and product image by organised and associated 
productive units. Publicity about the work of the producers based on the develop-
ment of their ability to organise events.

5) .Business .management

Strengthening administrative capabilities during reproduction of the productive 
cycles. Development of business skills in planning, implementing and monitoring 
production and marketing.
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6) .Strengthening .partnerships .and .political .advocacy

Promotion of the desire to participate and become involved, development of leader-
ship and understanding of the importance of involvement in networks. Legal stand-
ing and legalisation of own organisation. Organisation of individual, family or col-
lective enterprises in parallel with the inclusion of the participants in subsequent 
productive cycles. Development of the productive personality of each enterprise 
to promote its partnership through complementarity, an Andean value where one 
part is integrated harmoniously and in a complimentary manner with the whole.

Distribution of information about rights, development of political advocacy 
strategies and search for ways of establishing them on a formal basis. 

7) .Access .to .financial .and .material .resources

Training in the use of microcredit, seed capital, leasing, funds to acquire materials, 
revolving funds.

5  . Lessons .learnt

5 1 . Lessons .learnt .from .the .Aymara .women’s .project

The strong presence of women in this economic area is a disadvantage that never-
theless presents opportunities.

The participation of adult women in training processes requires them to reorgan-
ise their everyday lives, which are divided between domestic tasks and activities 
that generate an income. For this reason, it is important to maintain motivation, 
promoting rapid success through short but intensive learning cycles.

The training is adapted to the varied levels of knowledge, skills and level of 
familiarity with their productive powers with the techniques imparted. From 
this, greater knowledge is obtained in periodic cycles of growing complexity. This 
involves monitoring each individual. For this reason, training cannot be done on 
a very large scale.

The women take ownership of their tradition, which anchors them in their iden-
tity and gives them strength to face the challenges of the urban environment, and 
of new technologies that are turned into an option that they can access as a right.

The holistic approach in teaching considers women as productive powers and 
as human beings with unacknowledged rights, delayed expectations and abilities 
to contribute to the development of their society.
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The inclusion of members of the family as participants in the training process 
is important. Despite this, their children and husbands often limit the use of the 
potential of women who are fully trained.

Training develops women’s self-esteem, the value of their ethnic origin, the sta-
tus of their gender and their talent to create, produce, organise and consolidate. 
It empowers them to take decisions and to come up with goals and strategies to 
achieve them.

Because of the way in which they live, in an urban context Aymara women are 
used to facing challenges and to making a space for themselves in the territory 
which they inhabit. This status encourages them to participate in the challenges 
that this methodology continues to create.

5 2 . Lessons .learnt .from .the .young .producers .project

A characteristic of young people in the low income urban sectors is their high 
geographical and occupational mobility. In the 5 years we have been working with 
them we have seen them move house, change their main activity, change the way 
they integrate into the family and their objectives. Unlike working with women, 
which offers greater stability in the medium term, economic initiatives for young 
people are often short-term in nature. What remains in the final analysis is the 
ability to be an entrepreneur acquired in the process. This enables them to become 
involved in similar activities or to resume working at some other time. This char-
acteristic requires institutions to pay them appropriate attention. Young entrepre-
neurs who have to wait a long time for financing end up choosing other options.

In the process of becoming producers, young people in the low income sectors 
find the opportunity to channel their rebelliousness, distancing themselves from 
forms of behaviour that do not build society, a risk that exists in a city such as El 
Alto.

They face an identity crisis that is the result of the double cultural pressure com-
ing from their parents and grandparents, chained to their original Aymara com-
munity, and of the availability of means of communication which transmit a mass 
culture based on consumption. It is important to rescue the elements of cohesive-
ness and motivation that are present in their cultural identity, rich in new nuances.

They are often ignored as citizens, except when they take to the streets in social 
protest. For this reason, the training of leaders who are able to present demands 
aimed at encouraging economic initiatives that can be negotiated with local au-
thorities and public and private institutions is included.
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Young people need mentoring in the processes of putting what they have learned 
into practice, but at the same time they are predisposed to share experiences, thus 
becoming tutors of their peers. Opportunities must be created so that those trained 
can replicate what they have learnt.

A characteristic of young people is their sociability and their capacity to give. 
These qualities help to strengthen organisations.

In the experiences described, the participants consist of individual or family pro-
ductive units or of units made up of a combination of several individual producers. 
Young people generally do not dare to become individual entrepreneurs.

As part of the informal economy, young producers have not achieved rights 
similar to those of salaried employees. The change from self-employment to decent 
employment is an issue still waiting to be addressed.

6  . Factors .that .influenced .the .experience

Impulses .driving .the .initiative:
◗◗ Interest from potential purchasers of craft products for objects with a cultural 
stamp;
◗◗ Creativity that emerges from the productive tradition of the rural altiplano sur-
rounding El Alto;
◗◗ Interest by the population of the informal sector in mastering a trade related to 
their economy to support themselves with it;
◗◗ Less resistance to change by women and young people in the sector who are ready 
to include new ideas in their productive practice;
◗◗ Training of producer and implementer networks that instigate co-ordinated ac-
tion for the common good.

The German Adult Education Association, dvv international, deserves special men-
tion. It is noted for its non-bureaucratic support focused on key specific needs 
and its empathy for the efforts made by beneficiaries and implementers. This 
institution collaborated with research and dissemination, training, equipping and 
strengthening organisations. It recently encouraged the adoption of a systematic 
approach to the methodology and the design of a proposal to incorporate the ex-
perience into formal education.
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Limiting factors:
◗◗ Narrowness of the internal market, resulting in low purchasing power by the 
population and therefore in low demand for products with a cultural identity;
◗◗ Limited development of the formal labour market which prevents the inclusion 
of those trained for jobs in related fields;
◗◗ Intermittent nature of international financing that converts this training pro-
gramme into a slow process that discourages those it is intended for;
◗◗ Few financial resources contributed by the municipal authorities and a lack of 
stable coordinating bodies;
◗◗ Lack of a state agency to provide comprehensive support and coordinate inter-
agency efforts.
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Supporting .women .in .the .informal . .
sector– .experiences .from .Ethiopia

Even though the informal sector has been part of scientific debate for forty years, 
“measuring informality is a complex and tricky affair”1. Overlapping concepts of 
informal economy, the informal sector, informal employment, etc., and a complex 
reality make it difficult to find an agreeable definition of terms that describe the 
“essence” of these. In this article, formality/informality will be viewed as framework 
conditions influencing the lives of females in Addis Ababa and hence having a certain 
influence on the Integrated Women’s Empowerment Programme (IWEP) implement-
ed by dvv international in Ethiopia and funded by the Royal Netherlands Embassy 
from 2006-2012. This article will give a brief description of the IWEP in the Ethiopian 
context, and will focus on the possibilities of bringing different stakeholders together 
to enable poor women to improve their livelihoods within the informal sector.

Women .and .informality .in .Ethiopia

When it comes to describing the state of informality in Ethiopia, the difficulties 
of the blurred definitions, as mentioned above, lead to challenges. The Analytical 
Report on the 2012 Urban Employment Unemployment Survey from the Ethiopian 
Central Statistical Agency2 reports that in March 2012, out of a total of 1,096,196 
working population in Addis Ababa, 12.8% were engaged in the informal sector. 
As the methodological niceties of labour statistics cannot be deeply elaborated, it 
still stands to note that informal employment in Addis Ababa is a common phe-
nomenon. And this does not only count for the working status; informal settings 
form part of the daily life of the majority of people living in Addis Ababa, for ex-

1  Fransen, Jan and von Dijk, Meine Pieter, Informality in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, Paper prepared for the Conference  
Are cities more important than countries, Erasmus University Rotterdam, 2008.

2 Central Statistical Agency, Analytical Report on the 2012 Urban Employment Unemployment Survey 2012, Federal 
Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, Addis Ababa, 2012, 58.
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ample when it comes to housing 
and transportation3. Formality 
and informality are interwoven 
and form a patchwork in which 
the populace tries to make ends 
meet. The one exception is ed-
ucation, which covers 95% of 
participants, but also may be 
complemented by additional 
private classes4.

So when it comes to analysing 
the situation of women in the 
informal sector, it becomes clear 
that a complex set of factors 
in the environment – ranging 
from the women’s own house-
hold to the immediate market 
potential and the services they 

can access – have to be considered. For the development of IWEP, these framework 
conditions reflected deeply on the approach chosen. As improved livelihoods, 
literacy, and income generation for women were in the scope of the programme 
and full-time employment for most participants was not an option, different paths 
had to be taken. 

Ethiopia is a multi-ethnic, multilingual and multi-cultural nation where, despite 
marked economic growth in different sectors, poverty levels remain high. The gov-
ernment’s present long-term vision is to transform Ethiopia into a middle-income 
country within the next 15 years. This vision demands a transformation of the 
economy, which in turn demands a literate and skilled population as pre-conditions 
for any nation to become competitive and achieve growth and transformation. 
There are clear connections between literacy and skill levels and both economic 
output and GDP capital growth. The country’s Growth and Transformation Plan 
(2010/11-2014/15) elaborates on this vision and how to achieve it.

Women are one of the most marginalised groups and bear a disproportionate 
share of the burden of poverty in Ethiopia. They take the major responsibility 

3 Fransen and van Dijk, 9.
4 ibid.

A women’s group labeling food items for sale
Source: dvv international East/Horn of Africa: Integrated 
Women’s Empowerment Programme (IWEP)
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for household chores in addition to the support they provide in the households’ 
livelihoods activities. Women spend a large part of their day on laborious house-
hold tasks, leaving them with little or no time to benefit from training and other 
opportunities to improve their livelihoods. Since the literacy rate for women – in 
the population 15 years or older – is 29% versus 49% for men5 and “a larger per-
centage of urban young women remains illiterate, and a lower percentage achieves 
education beyond general education”6, they are more effected by the lower rates of 
payment in informality: “The low productivity of the informal sector results in low 
wages, especially for unskilled workers. Urban markets in Ethiopia are character-
ised by a large wage gap between the formal and the informal sectors (estimated 
at 30-40% in 2004)”7.

Still the “northern” concept of employment does not fully cover the situation 
of women in Ethiopia, many of them are economically active as “Homemaking 
(…) seems a statistical artefact, representing a failure to count household chores 
as work”8 and, according to Fransen and van Dijk, 81% of women in the informal 
economy are domestic employees9. Due to social and economic constraints, women 
seek means to contribute to the household income, depending on their individual 
situation and abilities. “Income diversification has been reported as a risk manage-
ment and coping strategy, especially for women”10.

This becomes more evident when engaging with the women themselves. In the 
IWEP publication ‘Faces behind our work’11, dvv international explored the realities 
of the target group participating in the IWEP. Their stories reveal a life of early 
and forced marriage, polygamy and the challenges it brings, no schooling or inter-
rupted schooling and engaging in subsistence farming and daily labour that require 
minimal skill, such as washing clothes for neighbours and working on commercial 
farms, engaging in petty trade, etc. When asked about their dreams for the future, 
almost all express the need for more skills, having a job or starting a business and 
generally having a better life for themselves and their families.

Recognising these challenges and problems women face and their importance 
in the economy and growth of the country, the Constitution of Ethiopia has guar-

5 EFA Global Monitoring Report 2012, Youth and Skills, Putting Education to Work.
6 Denu, Berhanu; Tekeste, Abraham; van der Deijl, Hannah, Characteristics and determinants of youth unemployment, 

underemployment and inadequate employment in Ethiopia, ILO Employment Strategy 7 2005, 8.
7 Brixiova and Asaminew, 10; in detail Denu, Tekeste and van der Deijl, 22.
8 Denu, Tekeste, van der Deijl, 13.
9 Fransen and van Dijk, 8.
10 Denu, Tekeste, van der Deijl, 21.
11 Belete, S., Faces behind our work, IWEP, 2011.
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anteed equal rights for women and men. The government is promoting gender 
equality through the National Policy on Women and various institutional arrange-
ments such as the establishment of a Ministry of Women Affairs with correspond-
ing offices at regional and woreda (district) levels as per the three-tiered federal 
structure of Ethiopia. Gender focal persons have also been placed in various sector 
offices such as Agriculture, Health, Technical and Vocational Education and Train-
ing, Education, etc., with the specific intention to mainstream gender in all sectoral 
programmes.

Overview .of .the .Integrated .Women’s .Empowerment .Programme .(IWEP)

The National Adult Education Strategy makes provisions for a multi-stakeholder 
involvement and delivery of Adult Education across sectors and the federal tiers 
of governance in the country. In addition to the Education Sector Development 
Programme (ESDP IV), Ethiopia is placing a specific focus on Integrated Functional 
Adult Education (IFAE), seeking to link literacy and numeracy to livelihoods and 
technical and vocational skills training. The national TVET strategy aims to provide 
the necessary relevant and demand-driven education and training that corresponds 
with the needs of the economy and social factors for employment and self-employ-
ment. The strategy also stresses the role and involvement of the private sector and 

Almaz Deko, a former fuel 
wood carrier, 60 years 
old and a mother of four 
grownup children, doing 
weaving as an income-
generating activity in her 
one-room house.
Source: dvv international 
East/Horn of Africa: 
Integrated Women’s 
 Empowerment Pro-
gramme (IWEP)
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non-governmental organisations as well as the community in the delivery of train-
ing. Considering the fact that a huge percentage of the target group is illiterate or 
semi-literate, it requires specific approaches to bring the vision to life. The IWEP 
attempted to test models and best practice for a specifically female target group, 
but with the potential to be adopted and adapted for both sexes. 

IWEP, as part of the bilateral agreement with the Government of Ethiopia, 
reached almost 30,000 women across Ethiopia with a three-pronged approach com-
bining literacy, skills training and entrepreneurship support in the form of access 
to start-up capital and business skills training and business development support 
services. The programme was implemented with a variety of local partners, rang-
ing from non-governmental organisations (NGOs) to various government sector 
offices. The implementation approach was designed to mirror coordination struc-
tures from micro (municipal and district) to meso (zones and regions) and macro 
(federal line ministries) levels. IWEP reached out to 6 of Ethiopia’s 11 regions and 
more than 40 districts.

Most IWEP groups started with the literacy component on topics identified dur-
ing local situation analysis exercises and using either the approach of Functional 
Adult Literacy (FAL) or Regenerated Freirean Literacy through Empowering Com-
munity Techniques (REFLECT). The best practices of these approaches finally 
culminated in what is now called ‘Integrated Functional Adult Education’ (IFAE). 
Women started saving immediately so as to build up complimentary capital for 
IWEP’s available Women Entrepreneurship Fund which could be utilised after the 
skills training. Facilitators have been trained and continued with literacy classes 
2-3 times a week while experts from government sector offices such as Trade and 
Industry, Agriculture, TVET and primary partners (NGOs and Women Affair Of-
fices) received training in IWEP’s market assessment approach, a simplified ver-
sion of value chain analysis. These experts worked together in teams and conducted 
market assessments for each operational woreda/district of IWEP. 

The results of the market assessments were then shared with the women, who 
usually had their own pre-determined ideas on the kind of business they wanted 
to engage in. The market assessment exercise and alignment with the women’s 
interest therefore directly determined the kind of skills training that was to be 
conducted and who was the best role-player/partner to do so. Experts liaised with 
other members of the district technical team to compile skills training plans that 
were to enable the women to start these businesses. In the urban context, such as 
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in Addis Ababa, TVET offices most often conducted the skills training, while in 
exceptional cases private individuals were brought on board.

Factors that had to be taken into consideration include:
◗◗ The number of women that required a specific skills training. It is not cost-effec-
tive to conduct training courses for a few individuals, at the same time market 
saturation needs to be considered.
◗◗ Who will conduct the training and do they have the necessary experts and equip-
ment.
◗◗ Where will the training be conducted, e.g. in nearby Community Training Cen-
tres, bearing in mind that the women cannot leave their households for an ex-
tended period of time to attend training. Most training was therefore conducted 
in centres within walking distance to the women’s homes.
◗◗ The number of days the training needs. In IWEP’s experience, most courses 
lasted between 2-6 days. The skills training should ideally also not interrupt the 
attendance of the literacy classes and at the same time consider women’s already 
heavy work load.
◗◗ Considering the women’s limited literacy skill, course content had to be very 
practical so that it could be memorised (sometimes with pictures and basic words) 
and applied immediately.

Women engaging in various 
handicrafts as income-
generating activities
Source: dvv international 
East/Horn of Africa: Inte-
grated Women’s Empower-
ment Programme (IWEP)
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Once women had attended the skills training they became eager to take loans from 
their group and start their business. It was therefore important to incorporate top-
ics on business skills training as early as possible into the literacy programme so 
that women gain this knowledge and can start their business having analysed their 
competitors, being aware of profit calculations, etc. IWEP had worked closely with 
partners to integrate the contents of its business skills training manual with the 
literacy programme and facilitators had been trained so that women received this 
as an integrated skill package where business concepts are linked to literacy and 
numeracy in a variety of local languages. Business Development Support Services 
(BDS) were rendered by technical partners who visited the women’s groups on a 
monthly basis to follow-up on the success of their businesses and identified gaps 
and further training needs. 

Acquired skills were applied directly, e.g. by needing a proper book-keeping 
for the savings scheme. At local level, the programme brought together all those 
concerned with the matters described above in order to align the different pillars 
of activities, e.g. to determine the most promising business venture and tailoring 
the vocational training according to it.

IWEP’s integrated nature and the programme’s objectives of delivering three dif-
ferent elements to the target group necessitated an approach that involved multiple 
stakeholders right from the design phase. In order to guide IWEP’s implementa-
tion and create mutual understanding amongst partners, a number of conceptual 
frameworks have been developed. For example, the Integration Framework shows 
the interpretation of the concept of ‘integration’ across IWEP’s 3 key components, 
starting with a conceptual understanding and moving to how Ethiopia’s current 
policies and strategies embrace integration of these concepts. The framework also 
explores institutional integration between government, NGOs, different sectors 
and levels of structures and how that will translate into programme design and 
ultimately implementation on the ground. 
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IWEP Integration Framework12

IWEP .Key .Concepts .→ Literacy Skills .Training Entrepreneurship .Support

Levels .of .Integration .

→

Conceptual .Linkages

Policy .and .Strategy

Institutional

Programmatic .Design .and .
Implementation

Impact .for .target .group

In order to make the ‘Institutional Integration’ practical, NGO and government 
partners across sectors and tiers of government had to be brought together in 
both coordination and implementation structures. In this regard, IWEP designed 
a ‘Partner Modality’ to show who forms part of the structure and the type of role 
each stakeholder would be playing. The implementation structures were called 
‘technical teams’ and comprised of experts from relevant government sector offices 
and NGO partners at the local level. These experts would cooperate as virtual teams 
to deliver training and services to the IWEP target group. At the same time, the 
heads of the government sector offices and NGO partners formed a structure called 
‘Steering Committees’ who gave oversight and guidance to the programme’s overall 
implementation. In the case of Ethiopia, the steering committees were chaired by 
the District Administrator, who was well-placed to bring in all sector offices and 
development initiatives. 

IWEP differentiated between primary and technical partner organisations in 
order to create an implementation modality that can provide the three key skill 
elements to the target group through different sectoral partner organisations. Pri-
mary partners are usually partner organisations that have women’s groups in the 
communities with whom they are already working in one or more of IWEP’s key 
components. Primary partners are usually local NGOs or Women Affairs Offices 
but can also include Education Offices or TVET centres depending on the context 
and situation. Technical partners typically play the following roles:
◗◗ Education Bureaus and Offices for support on literacy.
◗◗ Trade and Industry (MSE) Bureaus and Offices for support on market assess-
ments and business skill training.

12 Belete, Sonja, IWEP Partner Guideline, 2009.
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◗◗ Agricultural and Rural Development Bureaus and Offices for technical skill train-
ing through their Farmer Training Centres (FTCs) as well as business skill training 
and market assessments. The Development Agents (DAs) also provide business 
development support services (BDS).
◗◗ TVET Bureaus and Offices for technical skill training in Community Skill Train-
ing Centres (CSTCs).
◗◗ Women Affairs Bureaus and Offices for support on women group mobilisation 
and orientation and oversight/monitoring.

Both in the context of the IWEP and the Ethiopia Government’s programme, each 
stakeholder had a specific role and responsibility to fulfil. dvv international did not 
only see itself as a financial partner, but also as a technical partner. IWEP’s Central 
Programme Implementation Unit (CPIU) and Regional Coordination Units (RCUs) 
provided technical support in the form of Training of Trainers workshop in the 
various methodologies and approaches that IWEP used. It also provided technical 
backstopping and advisory services to partner organisations. IWEP has developed 
a number of materials and these were made available to partner organisations in 
several local languages. The workshops and materials have contributed to build 
the expertise of government and NGO staff in adult literacy, market assessments, 
business skills training and business development support services, etc.

Based on the Ethiopian Government’s own initiative in the National Adult Educa-
tion Strategy and the physical proof from the IWEP that such structures played a 
vital role in the coordination of stakeholders to implement integrated approaches 
and by so doing improve livelihoods of the most marginalised in an informal 
context, these structures have been adopted and adapted and are currently named 
IFAE Boards and Technical Teams and include even more stakeholders – such as 
the health sector, etc. – than the IWEP required. 

Institutional .Cooperation .to .create .an .enabling .environment .at .local .
level

One distinctive feature about Ethiopia’s system of economic regulation is the pos-
sibility to register as a cooperative, which entitles the respective group to business 
support services, credit, and different types of government support. IWEP ensured, 
together with its partner organisations, that all women’s groups were legalised in 
order to access a range of services and access to government support and advice 
beyond the programme’s lifetime.
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At the time, different options were available and IWEP’s partners from both the 
government and NGO sector briefed the women’s groups on the benefits and regu-
lations of each option. Finally, the women made their own choice. In the context 
of Addis Ababa, most groups were legalised as either Small or Micro Enterprises 
under the auspices of the Small and Micro Enterprise Development Office or as 
cooperative societies.

Local NGO partners, together with the Micro and Small Enterprise Development 
Office, facilitated a process which involved the following:
◗◗ Selection and registration of a name for the Women’s group under the Ministry 
of Trade;
◗◗ Completion of different forms (Pre-registration, Model Administrative and 
Model Cooperative Form);
◗◗ Opening a savings account and having a legal stamp with the Addis Savings and 
Credit Association (another government institution);
◗◗ Requesting a taxpayer registration certificate from the Ethiopian Revenue and 
Custom Authority in order to obtain legal registration to start operating their 
business.

These steps already indicate the complexity of the process for women who do not 
have sufficient literacy skills and the vast number of stakeholders involved in the le-
galisation process alone, not forgetting the skills training and literacy components 
of the programme. Once women obtained their legal status, they deposited their 
savings funds as well as the IWEP revolving fund contribution into their bank ac-
counts. From these funds they also had to pay costs related to the above-mentioned 
process. Saving is a pre-requisite to register.

Some of the benefits the groups obtain from registering as cooperative societies 
are support from government sector offices for:
◗◗ Obtaining loans from micro finance institutions;
◗◗ Obtaining space and shelter to operate their business from;
◗◗ Links with the market chain and business opportunities;
◗◗ Business development support services in the form of regular supervision, visits 
and advice on how to run their business;
◗◗ The groups to compete legally in bids; and
◗◗ Access to different types of skills training, including bookkeeping, customer 
handling and conflict management. For technical and vocational skills training, 
groups are referred to TVET offices.
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This supports the argument of Fransen and van Dijk, that the reason for employees 
to stay in informality is not voluntary13, formality cannot be obtained due to bu-
reaucratic hurdles or high costs, “they are in business as a survival strategy, carefully 
combining different coping strategies to reduce their vulnerability”14.

Conclusion

IWEP could not have reached its objectives if not for the involvement of the multi-
ple stakeholders that were brought on board, each playing its unique role to assist 
the target group in an informal setting to improve their livelihoods. Livelihoods 
improvement cannot rely on technical and vocational skills training alone, but 
needs an enabling environment with a variety of elements such as market-related 
technical skills training, life skills training, literacy, business skills training, busi-
ness development support services, access to start-up capital and physical support 
in the form of a place to operate a business from, support with legal requirements 
in the country and advisory services. 

These services cannot be provided in an uncoordinated manner, and structures 
have to be set-up and strengthened to facilitate these services. During IWEP’s lifes-
pan it became clear that ‘institutional integration’ was the most complex type of 
integration to achieve, yet it produced the most benefits. Many District Administra-
tors witnessed that the IWEP not only improved the lives of the target group, but 
also strengthened government institutions to plan, budget, implement and monitor 
together. It also brought closer government-NGO collaboration.

The approach takes into account the fact that literacy alone does not have a 
developmental value in and of itself: Our experience shows clearly that Adult 
Education and local development can often be effected without literacy skills and 
that the need for literacy may only arise during or even after the performance of 
activities by a given community or the society at large. The results of IWEP have 
been impressive, almost 30,000 women participated in 6 regions by the end of the 
programme in 2013, and the participants report improved domestic status and 
stronger participation in decision-making at home. The payback rate of micro-
funds is more than 90%, indicating a successful implementation of the income-
generating activities. Moreover, capacities at local levels in terms of infrastructure 

13 Fransen and van Dijk, 15.
14 ibid. 16.
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and know-how have been strengthened, so the prospects for sustainability and 
increasing outreach are promising. 

In the frame of the programme to support Adult Education in Ethiopia, financed 
by the German Ministry of Economic Cooperation and Development, dvv interna-
tional keeps working with the concerned Ministries at the Federal and Regional 
level. The experiences of IWEP are further developed in line with the national 
strategies described above.
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Community .development .and .skills .for .the .
informal .economy .in .Jordan

The article works on the thesis that technical and vocational training (TVET) is a 
key, be it not sufficient, element in improving livelihoods and jobs in the informal 
economy and in formalising informal activities. The informal economy and the spe-
cific needs for and characteristics of such TVET are also discussed, but the emphasis 
of the article is on the role of Community Development Centres, their work and their 
cooperation with dvv international. It is argued that these centres are ideal players 
in rural and remote areas in Jordan to provide or facilitate TVET appropriate for the 
informal economy although, and partly because, their mission is wider and aimed at 
development of the community in its many aspects.

The .community, .the .whole .community .and .nothing .but .the .community

In the remote, rural village of Jdetta in the governorate of Irbid in Jordan, Umm 
Hammad (not her real name) now produces schoolbags from home, she can pro-
duce them for 2 Jordanian dinar (JOD) per piece and can sell them for 4. She has 
also struck up a partnership with a local kindergarten which guarantees her a small 
but stable market for her product. Umm Hammad is a divorced mother who had 
scant income and hopes that her newly founded business will provide her with 
enough to be able to support her children, thus being able to win custody over her 
children who now live with their father and stepmother. 

The business is an outcome of one of the activities the local Community Devel-
opment Centre (CDC) has set up in partnership with dvv international. The CDC 
started training mainly women, some 35 in 2012, in Jdetta in designing and produc-
ing schoolbags as a way for those women to increase the family income through 
informal economic activities on the local market. One of the main problems related 
to economic activities and employment in Jdetta is the lack of transportation to 
market places in the governorate where products can be sold. Adding to that are 
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factors such as cultural constraints on women working outdoors, the long distance 
(and of course high cost of transport) to locations where formal employment can be 
found and long working hours keeping women away from the family. The school-
bags, however, can be produced and sold locally at a lower cost than schoolbags 
found on the wider market. This way, the local producers can increase their income 
and the local consumers can find quality products at affordable prices. Of course, it 
also allows women, in a country with one of the lowest female participation rates 
in the economy1, to become economically active, even if only on subsistence level. 
In this case it can also lead to a more equitable solution to the problematic social 
situation which is the result of a divorce by providing economic empowerment to 
the woman involved. 

The CDCs, some 60, scattered over Jordan, mainly in remote areas but also in 
some urban areas, funded by the Ministry of Social Development, are small but 
often highly regarded and trusted by the community. The centre in Jdetta, for 
instance, has only two staff and is supported by six to eight volunteers working 
on different projects. The centres often target the unemployed, the poor and the 

1 ILO, 2012, 10.

Trainees during the school bag training in Jdettta community development center – Jordan
Source: dvv international 
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marginalized, but not exclusively. They also offer possibilities for others to advance 
themselves through training courses or tutoring for high school students. They 
operate mainly in remote areas where such services are scarce, as are economic 
activities, and where cultural constraints are often stronger than in urban centres 
and women, especially, participate even less in the economy. In Muhay, a village 
in the governorate of Karak, for instance, a young woman, trained accountant, is 
volunteering as a researcher in the CDC because formal work as an accountant can 
only be found in the bigger cities and it is culturally not accepted that she would go 
that far out to work. For her the centre is a source of work experience and life skills, 
she says, and it also allows her to follow further computer courses, in a computer 
lab sponsored by dvv international.

The CDC in Naseem works in partnership with an active local community com-
mittee that helps with designing activities, outreach and networking. One of the 
problems identified there was the lack of access to work for mentally disabled 
members of the community. In cooperation with dvv international, the CDC set up 
a programme of on-the-job vocational training for people with disabilities, targeting 
mentally disabled. 18 people were trained in vehicle maintenance, mobile phone 
repair, typewriting and various crafts. Through agreements between the CDC and 
the participating local workshops and employers, the disabled participants gained 
skills and confidence but employers, their employees and the wider community 
were also made aware of the potential of people with disabilities and learned how 
to deal with them. 

Next to a variety in training courses, the centres also offer micro-credits to start 
up small businesses and support community initiatives in other areas. The CDC in 
Naseem operates a low cost kindergarten, as the cost of child care is prohibitive, 
especially for women, to find employment or to start their own income-generating 
activities.

In Mansheye, the population is largely better off but quite isolated and the 
women are rarely able to venture out of the community. The CDC there provides, 
among other things, cooking courses for the women there. The courses not only 
provide the opportunity to socialize and cook. Less fortunate women can also take a 
food production course in which they learn how to cook for small scale, commercial 
purposes. These courses take place in the “productive kitchen” funded by dvv inter-
national which also allows some women to produce food to be sold in the village. 

From the above it is clear that the centres are engaged in much more than techni-
cal training for the informal economy. The centres indeed offer training but also 
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supporting micro-credit. They are proactive through their researchers, networks 
and community groups in identifying the main problems in the community, which 
are often related to poverty, lack of economic opportunities but also to lack of inte-
gration in the community or a lack of constructive and social activities. The centres 
try to address these problems with the community and with volunteers from the 
community. This also allows for better insight in the problems in the community 
and the obstacles for the different members of the community to participate more 
fully in society, including making a living and creating or finding gainful employ-
ment. The centres also address, through their activities, issues of marginalization 
or lack of integration of certain groups such as the disabled, mentioned above, so 
they engage in awareness-raising and advocacy. Their success depends to a large 
extent on their active outreach to members of different underprivileged groups and 
on their efforts to connect those with other groups, with employers. 

The description above suggests that the activities of the centres are rather hap-
hazard, unstructured and little uniform. To some extent this is true. The capacity 

Um Hammad during the initial phase of schoolbag training at the Jdetta Community Development 
Centre in Jordan   Source: dvv international
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to research needs and obstacles in the community, to identify opportunities, also 
economic ones, is rather limited, both in terms of human resources and methodo-
logical capacities. Because of this, currently, four centres are working with dvv in-
ternational on building these capacities. Recently they implemented a Participatory 
Rapid Appraisal aimed at assessing how to reach larger target groups and focus 
more on improving economic opportunities for the community. But this diversity 
and flexibility is also their strength. It allows them to tackle a variety of problems, 
or to support the community in tackling a variety of problems, to focus on spe-
cific groups with specific problems and to work proactively to raise awareness of 
problems and of the possible solutions, even down to the individual level. It also 
allows them to take on the role of facilitator in bringing together people in need 
of skills with employers or people with similar complaints or people with needs 
with institutions that can help them. This is one of the aims of the cooperation of 
the CDCs with dvv international. Through the funded initiatives, study visits, the 
creation of a community of practice and other, future activities, the CDCs have the 
potential to become centres that can refer more to other service providers (private 
and public), provide access to training, jobs, information to the underprivileged, 
engage in advocacy of particular problems and solutions and empower through 
awareness raising, networking and through mobilization of the community.

Of themselves the activities of the centres and the vision of their possible future 
are necessary and have the potential to substantially change the situation of some 
underprivileged groups. But how does that tie into the informal economy in Jordan?

The .informal .economy .in .Jordan

The informal economy has received more attention over the past few decades as 
the early expectation that it would disappear in developing countries as they de-
veloped has proven wrong2. As in much of the developing world and, depending 
on your definition of informality, in the developed world, the informal economy in 
Jordan is expanding3. Of all the possible definitions of the informal economy and 
of informal employment, the mentioned figure refers the employment of people 
working in informal enterprises (including employers, street vendors, apprentices, 
etc.), unregistered or undeclared workers in formal enterprises, and those working 

2 Wiego, 2013.
3 MoP1, 2013.
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outside informal enterprises (including homeworkers, etc.) without contract and 
social security coverage.4 

One important characteristic of the informal economy is that relatively little 
data are available on it. Moreover, the available studies, due to the nature of the 
informal economy, are often incomplete and do not give all the answers. About 
the informal economy in Jordan, we know that it’s size is some 20 to 25% of the 
official GDP, that 44% of all employment in Jordan is informal, that the majority of 
informal employment is situated in urban areas (mainly in and around the capital, 
Amman), we know that the vast majority of informal employment can be found in 
crafts, vehicle maintenance, transportation, storage and construction, though for 
women medical and social services, agriculture and education are more prominent.

Though in rural areas only 28% of employment is informal (compared to 47% 
in urban areas), unemployment is higher and the participation rate (especially of 
women) is lower. The educational level is also generally lower in rural areas, poverty 
deeper and economic possibilities as well as related services (training, education, 
business support) scarce.5 For these reasons, dvv international has decided to work 
with CDCs in rural areas, so we concentrate on these.

The downsides of working in the informal economy are fairly self-evident, work-
ers have no social security, no contract and no job security, work conditions are not 
controlled and therefore often characterised by bad health and safety conditions 
and long hours. Wages are often lower than in the formal economy, capital to start 
up or to expand or grow is hard to come by and legal protection, in the absence of 
registration and contracts, is weak if at all available, transaction costs are subse-
quently higher. Nevertheless the informal economy allows people to create an in-
come and customize their own work environment.6 This, with the current view that 
the informal economy is here to stay7, leads many to the conclusion that the way to 
deal with the informal economy does not solely consist of pressing for formalisa-
tion. Though many governments prefer the latter as this promises higher income 
for the public purse, it is also necessary to improve the informal economy as such.8

Technical and vocational training is a key component in creating both better 
work and better livelihoods for people in the informal sector and in allowing 
informal workers and enterprises to formalise. It is not the only component and 

4 MoP2, 2013, 3.
5 Figures and data in this paragraph are based on: MoP2 2013, 2, 13, 24-30 and MoP1, 2013.
6 Mop2, 2013, 24.
7 Wiego, 2013.
8 Palmer, 2008, 1.
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without other factors such as an enabling environment for formalising informal 
enterprises, for business in general, access for poor to formal education and other 
pro-poor measures, training will not make all the difference. Nevertheless, it is a key 
aspect, especially for the poor and disadvantaged where we usually find a greater 
gap between the skills they have and the ones they need for the labour market or 
to lead businesses, whether formal or informal.9 

Some of the factors that cause informality such as high costs or registering a 
business, high taxes, a lack of access to finance (sufficient for growth an increasing 
productivity), lack of reasonable benefits, heavy bureaucracy, a mismatch between 
the cost of formalising and the benefits it offers have to be tackled through legal and 
institutional change. However, several studies on the informal economy in Jordan 
(as well as the experience of the CDCs) point towards a number of factors that CDCs 
can influence.10 Such factors are mobility problems, the mismatch of skills taught in 
formal technical and vocational training (or other education) and the requirements 
of the private sector (formal or informal), the need to work at or close to home and, 
especially the lack of awareness of the advantages of formalising employment of 
enterprises, the lack of awareness of funding sources and educational and training 
possibilities, the lack of faith in the durability of work in the private sector.

Training for the informal economy, or for transition to the formal economy, is 
quite specific. This is in part because the informal economy often requires very 
specific skills for specific, small sectors and target groups, as we’ve seen above, and 
because informal markets are quite local and local circumstances and occupations 
vary a lot. The lack of legal protection also requires other skills such as negotiation 
skills, networking and organisational skills, often less important in formal employ-
ment. The fact that informal enterprises are largely micro and small enterprises also 
means that business management skills are more important for more workers. All 
of this calls for very targeted interventions in training and interventions that offer 
more than the traditions technical and vocational training offers. The geographical, 
mobility and cultural constraints also require more on-the-job and very localised 
services. The former is often done through traditional apprenticeships in informal 
businesses, a form of training which is more flexible and wider than formal TVET 
but also limited in terms of acquiring modern, technologically up-to-date skills. 
Training for the informal sector needs to be both flexible (and transferable to other 
informal sector jobs) and answering the demands of the (local) labour market; skills 

9 Ibid.
10 MoP2, 24 and al Quds, 2006, 13-14.
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necessary for formalisation of work require forms of certification, which could be 
competency-based and organised on a local scale.11

Whether it is about acquiring skills to work in the informal sector, skills necessary 
to increase the productivity of informal activities and enterprises or skills neces-
sary to enter the formal economy, it is clear that flexibility and targeting specific, 
small, target groups is a necessity. Let’s then take a look at what the CDCs offer, or 
potentially could offer, in that regard.

CDCs .and .their .unique .position .to .support .technical .and .vocational .
training .for .the .informal .economy 

As said above, the CDCs are in no position to greatly influence the establishment 
of an enabling environment for formalising work or businesses and many of the 
factors limiting the ability of people to get formal or informal jobs or earn a liv-
ing otherwise. Nevertheless, the centres do and can contribute to training for the 
informal sector or in order to transition to the formal economy or formal work.

The centres are uniquely located in some of the villages where people encounter 
most constraints and least opportunities. They are also uniquely positioned to iden-
tify and address specific problems of specific groups in those communities, with 
the members of the community, as we’ve already seen above regarding disabled 
and disadvantaged women. The centres already address skills gaps with tailored 
training and on-the-job training to specific groups. This unique position also al-
lows the centres to gather the knowledge that will allow them to tailor to local 
economic possibilities which can include non-traditional activities incorporating 
new technologies that allow for increased productivity and growth of informal or 
otherwise small enterprises.

The centres also provide some of the services necessary to complement train-
ing such as micro-credits and basic work experience. They are well positioned to 
grow in that function and provide links to other providers of finance, of training, 
of business counselling who can tailor their services based on the knowledge in 
the centres. They already organise the community around some services such as 
kindergartens and employers around themes such as providing work experience 
to the disadvantaged.

Though the centres have limited capacities for training, for control of informal 
enterprises and such, through their network in the community, the trust they have 

11 Palmer, 2008.
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and their active outreach they can be pivotal actors in linking training in the in-
formal economy to new forms of competency-based certification or reaching out 
to informal employers to improve work conditions and handing them the tools or 
information about support available to do so.

Because of their presence in the community and their capacity to identify, in a 
participatory fashion, skills gaps for different groups, they are and can be more so, 
focal points for designing training for the broader life skills necessary for workers 
in the informal economy such as negotiation and organisation skills. Moreover, 
their focus on working in the community and networking specific groups can be 
invaluable to support informal workers or entrepreneurs in organising themselves 
on a community level, despite legal constraints on organising workers.

Finally, through advocacy and awareness-raising, they can not only improve life 
in the community for the disadvantaged, but also provide information and raise 
awareness about the potential benefits of formalising informal economic activities 
and about the institutions that can support this, for as far, of course, as they exist.

In sum, the centres are currently working in a variety of ways on improving life 
in their communities but have the potential to take these activities to a higher level. 
With dvv international the centres are already working on new ways of address-
ing skills gaps and organised ways of overcoming obstacles to income generation. 
Together they have worked on upgrading the capacities of the centres in terms of 
project management and different concepts of Adult Education and work-creation 
through linking different groups in the community and institutions. Further 
capacity-building is planned as well as the creation of supporting experts and com-
munities of practice that allow such centres to exchange best practices and new 
ideas. With a clearer focus on poverty reduction and work or livelihood creation 
within their community building mission, these centres can take the provision of 
this broader and more tailored version of technical and vocational training to a new 
level. Their local knowledge and networks allow them to provide those working 
in the informal sector (or those likely to end up there) with training that is needs-
based, demand-driven, targeted, going beyond technical skills, using traditional 
informal training mechanisms, involving public and private providers and allow-
ing for incorporating skills for new technologies that can increase productivity in 
the informal sector. These have been identified as key characteristics necessary for 
productive technical and vocational training for the informal sector12.

12 Palmer, 2008, 33-35.
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Skills .Development .for .Work .and .Life  . .
Initiatives .and .Support .by .the .Regional .Office .
of .dvv international .in .Vientiane, .Lao .PDR

The Regional Office of dvv international in Vientiane opened late in the year of 
2009. Ever since, the issue of skills development for work and life has been on the 
agenda in debates and plans, capacity developments and trainings with partners 
and participants in national and regional initiatives. As the majority of people in the 
partner countries live in the informal sector, most initiatives aim at improvements 
in work and life.
The article looks at two levels – micro and macro – of interventions:
◗◗ Integrated Vocational Training and Education (IVET) centers in Lao PDR and their 
work through non-formal approaches: Data are provided on courses run during the 
last two years, analyzed and aggregated against issues of age and gender, topics 
and qualifications, practice-orientation, training needs, urban and rural interests 
and requirements. This project is a joint effort of the Ministry of Education and 
Sports (MoES), GIZ (Deutsche Gesellschaft fuer Internationale Zusammenarbeit), 
and dvv international.
◗◗ dvv international has been involved in a number of regional initiatives: Together 
with ASPBAE (Asia South Pacific Association of Basic and Adult Education) it en-
gaged in the UNESCO World conference on TVET, played a key role in the ASEAN 
(Association of Southeast Asian Nations) related meetings on skills, invited profes-
sional expertise to report on the up-coming ASEAN qualifications framework, got 
involved in the launching of the EFA GMR (Education for All Global Monitoring 
Report)2012 “Youth and Skills”, which was supported on regional and national 
levels in Cambodia and Lao PDR. 

The article will report on and take stock of the diversity of initiatives, and will discuss 
lessons to be learned in respect to potential further developments in the countries 
and the region.
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Background

The work of dvv international in South and Southeast Asia started in the mid 1970s. 
Partners in the development of Youth and Adult Education (YAE) in India, Indo-
nesia, Philippines and Thailand came from Governments, NGOs and Universities. 
At the regional level, the activities of of ASPBAE (Asia South Pacific Association 
for Basic and Adult Education) and of PRIA (Society for Participatory Research in 
Asia) were supported.

An evaluation on the strategic partnership of ASPBAE and dvv international was 
implemented in 2007. As one of the results, the BMZ suggested phasing out most 
of the earlier in-country work, to have Laos and Cambodia as new partners, and 
additionally start a regional office to strengthen the support in South and Southeast 
Asia, based in Vientiane, the capital of Lao PDR. A subsequent feasibility study 
looked specifically at potential priorities, partners, and activities.

Regional offices of dvv international serve a multitude of functions. A major one 
is to add regional cooperation as components on top of all the in-country collabora-
tion with partners. Apart from the management and administrative advantages, it 
especially gives dvv international the chance to provide technical expertise rooted 
in experiences related to Adult Education in Germany, in Europe, and indeed from 
all the global alliances and larger national associations which an international 
institute is involved in. 

In consultation with ASPBAE, thematic areas and future initiatives for the re-
gional office were identified for collaborative work. Two of them are very important 
in the context of this study:
◗◗ Policy, legislation and financing – looking at existing frameworks, new policies 
within Lifelong Learning, laws and regulations, and support structures;
◗◗ Non-formal vocational education and re-training – looking at the world of work, 
and what skills are relevant for jobs and life, how to access and acquire them.

Both new partner countries, Lao PDR and Cambodia, still suffer from the legacy of 
the Vietnamese war. Lao PDR is the per capita most heavily bombed country on 
earth, receiving more than Japan and Germany together in the Second World War. 
Out of the more than 200 million bombs and mines, 80 million still remain unex-
ploded to this day. The Lao government has declared UXO (unexploded ordinance) 
clearance an MDG 9 for the country since it is a major hindrance to development.
In Cambodia an unknown figure of between 2 and 3 Million people died during 
and after the Pol Pot regime of the Khmer Rouge. That means that in almost every 
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family you have people that suffered and were involved either directly or indirectly. 
Both countries deserve the best international cooperation possible. 

Since starting work in 2010, in Lao PDR the main partner of dvv international 
is the Ministry of Education and Sports (MoES), especially through its two De-
partments for Non-formal Education (DNFE), and the Department for Vocational 
Education and Training (DVET). Non-formal vocational training, using the infra-
structure of the Integrated Vocational Training Centres (IVET) and of vocational 
schools, provides skills training at the district and village level. Additionally, the 
Vocational Teacher Training Division, Faculty of Engineering of the National 
University of Laos was involved through a tracer study of what has happened to 
those who were trained earlier, as this may even inform the process of curriculum 
revision. All in all, dvv international is well placed in the framework of the bilat-
eral Lao-German governmental cooperation where education and training is an 
important feature. As a member of the Education Sector Working Group, there is 
additionally an excellent chance to exchange information with all other interna-
tional stakeholders in the country. In Cambodia, dvv international has agreed with 
NEP, the NGO Education Partnership, a member organisation providing services for 
all organisations running education projects in Cambodia, including those dealing 
with skills training, to support a special component covering initiatives towards 
more and better non-formal education. (NEP 2012)

Technical and vocational training plays a key role in skills development, often 
under the orientation “new skills for new jobs”. However, soft skills for a better 
livelihood as well as for jobs and work get higher attention. Even the world 
TVET congress claimed “Skills for work and life” as the option for the future. 
Two more aspects feature here: How is the cooperation of different stakehold-
ers implemented? And how can the experiences gained lead to develop the 
strategies for policy and advocacy towards skills with Lifelong Learning for all.

Both countries have large informal sectors, in both urban and rural areas. Most 
of the agriculture is on the level of subsistence farming, however with larger and 
fast growing investments into plantations for rubber, teak, and bananas, as well 
as mining and extracting industries. This has severe influence on people living 
in villages in rural areas and results in internal and cross-border migration. It is 
interesting that both countries enjoy a similar demographic reality: About half of 
the population are below 30 years old. The low quality of schooling requires skills 
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development and up-grading especially for a growing urban and rural labour force 
looking for employment, semi- or self-employment, often far away of what ILO 
claims and aims for during the current “Asian Decent Work Decade 2006 – 2015”. 

This article is selective by choosing Lao PDR for in-country level activities only, 
whereas on a regional level it looks predominantly at joint ventures mostly taken 
up with ASPBAE, often initiatives of the UNESCO Bangkok Asia Pacific office. 

Engine repair training in IVET, Luang Namtha Province
Source : dvv international
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Reminders

The debate on the importance of the informal sector is not new. We have seen it 
in a diversity of theories, policies and studies, looking at the realities of societies 
and people around the globe. Often there were separations into the rural and the 
urban informal sectors. For some time investments into informal sector projects 
and practices covered by smaller portions of development aid was en vogue. Dur-
ing recent periods, massive rural to urban migration, with the steady growth of the 
“Arrival City” and the mega-city, received the most attention. However, in practice, 
this trend has been neglected and rural locations have now recently been hit with 
ever-growing numbers of youth in the agricultural and informal sector who are 
unemployed and waiting to migrate to the cities.

 “Is Informal Normal? Towards More and Better Jobs in Developing Countries” 
was the title of an OECD report in 2009 that tried to look closer at the reality of more 
than half of the workforce in developing countries which are found in the infor-
mal sector. Subsequent debates on “formalizing the informal” and “informalizing 
the formal” (Chen 2009) never led to ground-breaking results, recommendations, 
and initiatives. However, it is interesting to see that the latest World Development 
Report has as one of its headlines: “Informal is Normal”. (World Bank 2012, 38) 
Other key findings in there are facts like: 1.6 billion people working for a wage or 
salary; 1.5 billion people are working in farming and self-employment; 600 million 
jobs needed over the next 15 years; 600 million young people neither studying 
nor working. And to quote from the Report: “Skills are acquired throughout life. 
People learn, adapt, and form their skills through a multitude of interactions and 
mechanisms within the household and neighborhood, during the formative years 
of schooling, at work, and in training.” (World Bank 2012, 175) It is good to see 
this recognition of the relationship of skills development for Lifelong Learning!

Skills .Initiatives .Related .to .Lao .PDR

Actually, some experience was gained earlier in Lao PDR also. A project called 
BAFIS (in German: Berufsausbildung fuer den informellen Sektor) was run by GTZ, 
the predecessor of GIZ (Deutsche Gesellschaft fuer internationale Zusammenar-
beit), in the late 90s and the early years the last decade. It was oriented towards 
non-formal vocational training for the informal sector, and it was implemented 
together with DNFE on the national level. Support structures were started with 
the Non-formal Education Development Center in Vientiane, and two regional 
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sub-centres in the North and South of Lao PDR. Substantial inputs were made 
into curriculum and capacity development, materials and media produced, and 
attempts undertaken to cooperate and come closer to the provincial, district and 
village structures. Unfortunately, the results achieved could not impact on policy, 
legislation and finance enough, and therefore the project ended unfortunately too 
early, and without deeper and longer lasting effects. In Lao PDR today, however, 
and similarly in Cambodia, there is hardly any discussion on the informal sector 
as a special area. Maybe, the informal is too normal as in Lao PDR more than 
80% of the population are living and working in rural areas, and maybe only just 
around 1.5 million are so far in urbanized centers. However that will change due 
to a diversity of pressures.

No doubt, and no escape: The information and public debate on skills is growing 
steadily in a diversity of contexts: Lao PDR has just become a member of WTO; 
2015 is given as the start of an open market for goods and services within ASEAN 
(Association of Southeast Asian Nations); joint ventures cannot find the number 
and quality of skilled workers they need; a national qualification framework is 
under preparation. The growing attention is reflected also the Vientiane Times, the 
only English language newspaper in Lao PDR, as the issues around jobs, skills and 
vocational training are taken up more frequently, as can be seen from headlines like: 
“Ministry urged to create 277.888 new jobs by 2015”, 6.9.2012; “Reform needed in vo-
cational schools”, 19.9.2012; “Laos struggeling with skills development”, 24.4.2013; 
“Vocational schools urged to provide more diverse programmes”, 10.5.2013. 

The Lao government has developed a vocational education and training policy 
and strategy, and was successful in gaining the support of ADB (Asian Develop-
ment Bank) and GIZ to implement large-scale projects, especially related to the first 
cycle of vocational education and training. (UNESCO 2012) More recently, teachers 
in vocational schools have been focused on. However initiatives towards the up-
grading and re-training, the in-service and in-company training, the provision of 
non-formal and informal opportunities for the majority working in the rural and 
urban informal sectors are by far too small in number and often of low quality. It is 
expected that the new study under preparation on skills and training will provide 
further insights as the TOR suggest. (ILO 2013)

In 2010, in consultations between the GIZ, DVET and dvv international, the idea 
to start a special initiative and make use of the available infrastructure of the IVET 
centres at the provincial level was floated. The IVET centres are newly built or up-
graded vocational schools covering a wide range of subjects for the formal VET 
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system. The infrastructure includes buildings and land, teachers and administra-
tive staff, budget, curricula, equipment and materials. Whereas they are used for 
the regular VET courses, the point was made that the facilities could additionally 
be used for non-formal VET courses. Buildings, teachers, materials, and even most 
thematic areas would be the same. However, the course structure, the topics, and 
the participants would be different. Experiences during the years 2011 and 2012 
reveal that 25 courses in a variety of subjects like electrical installation, car repair, 
construction, mushroom 
breeding, fruit trees craft-
ing, fish and frog raising 
attracted a total of 415 
participants. This is small 
compared to the needs of 
the people and the poten-
tials of the IVET centres, 
but it is an attempt. Fur-
ther analysis of the data 
collected from partici-
pants shows that there are 
results which can be built 
upon for investments on 
a larger scale following 
this pilot project. A rough 
calculation estimates the 
cost to be about 100 euro 
per person for a ten-day 
course, a total of around 
2,000 euro. Here are some 
further results.

Broom-making in CLC, Bokeo Province
Soure: dvv international



186  |  Initiatives and Support by the Regional Office of dvv international in Vientiane, Lao PDR

 

Diagram 1: Gender distribution of participants  

 

 

 

Diagram 1.1: Gender distribution 2011             Diagram 1.2: Gender distribution 2012 

             

 

 

 

 

 

Male
57%

Female
43%

2011 + 2012

Male
50%50%

2011

Male
68%

32%

2012

Female
Female

Diagram 1: Gender distribution 
of participants 

 

Diagram 1: Gender distribution of participants  

 

 

 

Diagram 1.1: Gender distribution 2011             Diagram 1.2: Gender distribution 2012 

             

 

 

 

 

 

Male
57%

Female
43%

2011 + 2012

Male
50%50%

2011

Male
68%

32%

2012

Female
Female

 

Diagram 1: Gender distribution of participants  

 

 

 

Diagram 1.1: Gender distribution 2011             Diagram 1.2: Gender distribution 2012 

             

 

 

 

 

 

Male
57%

Female
43%

2011 + 2012

Male
50%50%

2011

Male
68%

32%

2012

Female
Female

Diagram 1.1: Gender distribu-
tion 2011

Diagram 1.2: Gender distribu-
tion 2012

Diagram 2: Age distribution of participants

 

 Diagram 2: Age distribution of participants 

 

 

Diagram 3: Distance from home to IVET centre 

 

 

 

 

 

14%

49%
18%

8%
7% 4%

2011 + 2012

< 20 21‐30 31‐40

41‐50 51> not specifies

0‐10 Km
45%

11‐50 Km
39%

51‐100 km  

13%

100 km and  

more 3%

2011 + 2012

 

 Diagram 2: Age distribution of participants 

 

 

Diagram 3: Distance from home to IVET centre 

 

 

 

 

 

14%

49%
18%

8%
7% 4%

2011 + 2012

< 20 21‐30 31‐40

41‐50 51> not specifies

0‐10 Km
45%

11‐50 Km
39%

51‐100 km  

13%

100 km and  

more 3%

2011 + 2012

Diagram 3: Distance from home to IVET centre

Diagram 1 shows that all in all there have been slightly fewer female participants.
However, if we look at some of the details in Diagram 1.1, we see a 50/50% gender 
parity for the year 2011 where the diversity of courses were broader, including 
tailoring and cooking; in 2012 there were several courses like construction or car 
repair offered which had male participants only. One first lesson therefore is: To 
achieve gender parity in the overall provision a careful look at what kind of courses 
the institution offers is needed. Diagram 2 gives a clear indication that the most 
active age group of 20 – 50 years is well represented by 75%. 

45% of the participants come from within the town where the IVET centre is 
located as Diagram 3 shows; another 39% from rather close by, given distances 
and access from rural to urban areas; we could therefore claim that most are from 
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the urban sector, and trained by non-formal VET for work and life in the informal 
urban sector.

Diagram 4 gives information on previous professional qualifications: 83% state 
that they do not have any. They would therefore fall into the category of low-skilled.
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What are the sources of in-
come? Here data in Diagram 5 
are helpful: Only the 2% for em-
ployer and the 5% for employee 
indicate that there is a more 
formal background in quali-
fications. Obviously there are 
higher numbers of those self-
employed and un-employed.

Diagrams 6 and 7 could be 
looked at together: All partici-
pants expect to learn more and 
up-grade skills for employabil-

ity, improved business, and bet-
ter income. It is a positive sign 
that more than 90% have the 
feeling that their expectations 
were met.

The IVET centers as provid-
ers can learn from Diagram 8: 
The technical or practical part 
of the training is valued highest 
by half of the participants. 

Finally, Diagram 9 shows the 
diversity of interests in subjects 
for further training as request-
ed by participants: Around 75% 
could be closer related to non-
formal VET for the informal 
urban sector. Even most of the 
more rural and agriculture ori-
ented subjects may be useful 

for those living in the semi-urban periphery, and thus use the skills within their 
contexts of daily travel or future migration processes. 

This rather successful attempt has been discussed in the meantime at several 
professional events at the national and regional level. All those involved have the 
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feeling that much more could and should be done in this direction. However, even 
with the very good prospect of a three-fold increase in investment for these courses 
in 2013, and by involving additional funders, there is still a clear indication that 
this is by far not enough when looking at the skills needed and the potential ad-
ditional work the IVET centres could provide. The positive experiences could be 
built upon through the excellent cooperation with DVET, the IVET centres, GIZ 
and dvv international. However, even more advocacy work needs to be done – at 
the level of some of the golden triangles as well: How to integrate these sorts of 
trainings better into the policy, legislation and financing for the education sector, 
and to make sure that they are part of the recognition, validation and accredita-
tion processes. The yearly TVET national conferences or the ESWG focus groups 
are only two of the many options. And the link to the work of DNFE is important: 
They are currently preparing their policy, strategy and action plan for non-formal 
education, and that will include a component of basic vocational training to be 
part of the curriculum, taking the IVET experiences beyond the provincial into the 
district and village level, maybe even into the work of the CLCs, the community 
learning centers, in the informal urban as well as rural areas.

Skills .Initiatives .Related .to .the .Southeast .Asia .Region

When the regional office for South and Southeast Asia of dvv international started 
its work, the critical issues around skills for development, the debates on the skills 
gaps and mismatches, and at the same time the positive options and experiences 
to integrate all of this into the emerging discussions on qualification frameworks 
were looked at. Additionally, the paradigm shift towards the importance of Lifelong 
Learning as well as the full implementation of the EFA (Education for All) goals, es-
pecially in respect to non-formal skills training, were discussed towards policy and 
advocacy strategies. The main partner in initiatives towards these processes was 
and is ASPBAE, a member organization for civil society organizations, coalitions, 
and platforms dealing with youth and Adult Education, built around important 
international agendas like MDG, EFA and CONFINTEA, the UNESCO led world 
conferences on Adult Education. However, there are important governmental part-
ners also: First and foremost, UNESCO Bangkok, ASEAN, and SEAMEO (Southeast 
Asian Ministers of Education Organisation) and its institututes like CELLL, the 
Center for Lifelong Learning in Ho Chi Minh City.



190  |  Initiatives and Support by the Regional Office of dvv international in Vientiane, Lao PDR

Consultations between ASPBAE and dvv international resulted in taking up skills 
development for life and work as a priority for the past and next few years. Areas 
like literacy and life skills have been strong features, aspects of non-formal TVET 
or TVSD had not been high on the agenda for most of the ASPBAE members nor 
ASPBAE itself, nor other close partners. How to change and develop such an ap-
proach? It may be the easiest way for a better understanding of how ASPBAE and 
dvv international worked on a common advocacy line for future action by following 
the timeline of important steps and recent events in a selective way. Wherever pos-
sible there was strong ASPBAE and dvv international participation, presentations 
were made in plenary and workshops, and efforts towards recommendations for 
the drafting groups. A few examples should be mentioned here a bit more in detail 
as they show the attempts to take up this important area of skills development for 
youth and Adult Education within Lifelong Learning. 
◗◗ A first important initiative in this direction was “Re-thinking .VET .and .Life .Skills .
for .Global .Citizenship” as an Asia-South Pacific Forum, 28 – 29 April, 2011, Mel-
bourne, Australia, hosted by ASPBAE, Adult Learning Australia, Live and Learn, 
and RMIT University. The invitation included as aims: “The Forum will examine 
and reflect on the dominant discourse around the emphasis of VET on skills for 
employability, and the equally narrow focus of Life Skills towards basic survival 
skills that are limited to traditional cultures and lifestyles. This examination will 
acknowledge the dynamic global and local contexts, such as the impacts of the 
global financial crisis and climate change, as critical factors to be considered in 
re-thinking and re-imagining the nature of VET and Life Skills.” The conference 
created a deeper common understanding of the key issues, not only for the 100 
participants, as its results and recommendations, documents and reports were 
widely disseminated by ASPBAE.
◗◗ UNESCO .Third . International .Congress .on .TVET: .Building .Skills . for .Work .
and .Life, 13 – 16 May, 2012, Shanghai, China, on invitation of UNESCO and the 
Government of the Republic of China. Around 700 participants worked through 
a rich program of keynote speeches, presentations, roundtables, workshops, and 
visits to skills training activities in a variety of fields for work and life. It was 
heartening to see the broad perspectives to understand skills much beyond earlier 
views: “TVET comprises formal, non-formal and informal learning for the world 
of work. Young people, women and men learn knowledge and skills from basic 
to advanced levels across a wide range of institutional and work settings and in 
diverse socio-economic contexts.” The so-called greening of skills and TVET got 
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into the Shanghai Consensus which concluded (UNESCO 2012): “Transform-
ing technical and vocational education and training (TVET): Developing TVET 
should be a top priority in the quest to build greener societies and tackle global 
unemployment...”. The delegation from Lao PDR was led by a Vice-Minister, with 
Directors from the VET Department in the Ministry, the Vocational Training 
Institute, and the Dean of the Faculty of Engineering. ASPBAE and dvv interna-
tional were also present.
◗◗ The Asia .Europe .People’s .Forum (AEPF) met for the ninth time from 16 – 19 
October, 2012 in Vientiane, Lao PDR. More than 1000 participants joined the 
AEPF9, and after four days of official speeches, plenary debates, and around 40 
thematic workshops, the Final Declaration was handed over to the Lao Deputy 
Minister of Foreign Affairs who took it to the ASEM Summit (ASEAN and Eu-
rope Meeting). dvv international, ASPBAE and EAEA (European Association for 
the Education of Adults), and their partners from Laos, Cambodia, Philippines, 
Asia and Europe successfully organised three workshops on environmental edu-
cation, skills development, and Lifelong Learning. More than 150 participants 
came and discussed the presentations and about the way forward. The workshop 
“Skills for work and life: Securing decent jobs and sustainable livelihoods” .had 
several presentations and the recommendations included: “Call on national gov-
ernments and regional intergovernmental bodies like ASEAN and EU to finance 
fully-costed literacy, livelihood, life and vocational skills programmes for the 
marginalised and vulnerable groups as a strategy for poverty eradication and 
sustainable development … Put in place institutional systems for policy, legisla-
tion and financing in support of Lifelong Learning for all, ensuring learner’s 
continuing education, training and participation in society… Girls and women 
are more vulnerable in terms of access to educational and employment opportu-
nities. There is a need for relevant education, which can enable women and girls 
to live with dignity, security and have decent livelihood options … Need to de-
velop education programs that match knowledge and skills with local economic 
development and national and global markets for employability, livelihoods and 
poverty eradication.” This was a very big step forward as skills development did 
not feature high in any previous forum.
◗◗ Education .in .the .Post .2015 .Development .Agenda. Regional Thematic Consulta-
tion in the Asia-Pacific, 28 February and 1 March 2013, Bangkok, Thailand. This 
was the third event within a ten month period in which the UNESCO Bangkok-
based Asia Pacific Regional Office, this time in partnership with UNICEF, 
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invited stakeholders to deepen the discussion on education in the post 2015 
development agenda. ASPBAE and partners from DNFE in Lao PDR and NEP 
in Cambodia who earlier provided inputs into the national consultations joined 
the meeting. dvv international was represented by its Regional Directors from 
Taschkent and Vientiane who served, together with ILO, as convener for a session 
on “Skills and Competencies for Life and Work”. One of the recommendations 
was: “The need for people (youth, adults, and especially women and persons with 
disabilities) to acquire relevant technical and vocational skills combined with 
necessary transversal skills for a decent life and work in a rapidly changing world 
should be fully reflected in the post 2015 development agenda.” The results of 
this regional consultation were then taken to the global consultation on educa-
tion in the post 2015 development agenda in Dakar, Senegal, also in March 2013.
◗◗ Launch .of .EFA .GMR .2012 .on .Youth .and .Skills, .Vientiane, .14 .– .15 .March, .2013: .
After the international launch in Paris in October, the regional followed in Bang-
kok in December 2012 with participation from ASPBAE, the dvv international 
regional office and partners from Lao PDR and Cambodia. The national launch 
for Lao PDR took a special turn as the official ceremony was combined with a 
two-day-seminar in which the MoES, UNESCO, ADB, GIZ and dvv international 
partnered for a substantial exchange on current developments in the country and 
the region. Different departments from the MoES as well as several representa-
tives from ministries like the Ministry of Agriculture, the Ministry of Labour, 
the Lao Women Union, the Lao Youth Union, from enterprises and the private 
sector and skills training centres were invited to comment on the skills needs 
and on how to improve the situation. Apart from the policy debate, there were 
a good number of research reports into the skills issues, and practical examples 
were provided from the projects currently being undertaken. The final session 
looked at regional experiences and future perspectives and had presentations 
from participants coming from the ASEAN Secretariat, ASPBAE, Cambodia 
and Indonesia. The presentations were on: Education in ASEAN and ASEAN 
Qualification Frameworks; Literacy-TVET-Life Skills for Vulnerable Youth and 
Women; Skills in the Survey of the Non-formal Education Sector in Cambodia; 
Skills for Work and Empowerment of Youth and Women – Good Practices from 
Indonesia; Lifelong Learning for All. Education and Skills in the post 2015 EFA 
and MDG Debates. 

There can be no doubt that all these interventions and initiatives, the presentations 
and discussions, the materials and documents, broadened the scope of the debates 
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inside ASPBAE and dvv international, and of course the horizon of partners for 
future collaboration. Today, the concept of skills development as an important part 
of Lifelong Learning is well established.

Outlook

Even if we take the technical and vocational dimension into the focus then recent 
debates show very clearly that we talk about a wide range of skills important for 
VET, using a neverending creativity for new words like the behavioral or trans-
versal skills, basic or soft skills, non-cognitive or pre-vocational skills. They should 
therefore also be part of any VET training. 

Here again it should be noted that the urban informal sector has not been the 
only focus of the work of our partners. But it seems to be an inclusive component of 
much of the activities they support, especially when they use phrases like “working 
for the vulnerable”, “poor” or “marginalised”, “strengthening the informal economy”, 
“engage with local industries or small and medium enterprises”.

Other issues should be in sharper focus, like: How to identify and reach those who 
have a diversity of training needs? How can training be flexible enough for those 
who have to earn a living at the same time? Are we looking for mobile trainers who 
travel to those in need? These were questions brought up in a study on “Employ-
ment and Livelihoods” in Lao PDR. “Informal training programmes, lasting a few 
weeks to a few months, need to be targeted at low-income rural and urban youth … 
The courses should be short, practical, inexpensive, accessible, flexible, and spread 
regionally…” (MPI, UNDP 2009, 186)

In the on-line consultation for the EFA GMR on Skills in February 2012, there 
were some quite stimulating contributions. One was by a CIDA working group 
(Canadian International Development Agency), and they stated the importance of 
demand-driven approaches: “The need to link training to employment (either self 
or paid employment) is at the root of all good practices and strategies documented.” 
Therefore: “Occupational training initiatives have been mostly targeted at the for-
mal sector of the economy, while the vast numbers of youth live in poverty and 
engage in some economic activity in the informal sector. Interventions are needed 
in the informal sector.” And: “There is a need to link literacy and basic life skills 
to technical and vocational education, especially in the context of the vulnerable 
unemployed youth”.
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As all these cases mentioned above have skills and training dimensions. There 
is no reason why they should not be part of a human right to education within a 
global dimension of Lifelong Learning for all.
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