Finding Community and a Shared Purpose

Previously, Tou, an entrepreneurial woman with a
mobility disability living in Hongsouphap Village,
managed her livelihood entirely on her own. Faced
with limited access to formal employment, she turned
into an informal waste worker because she
recognized the economic value of recyclable
materials. She began collecting plastic bottles and
aluminum cans for daily income, while also
repurposing scrap cloth to create marketable
products like handmade foot mats. While she was
deeply dedicated to earning an independent living,
operating solo was physically demanding and came
with natural limitations in business growth, especially
without proper equipment or technical knowledge. At
the time, her solo efforts brought in less than 300,000
LAK per week, making it difficult to achieve financial
stability.

A major turning point came when local village
authorities connected her with opportunities to join a
vocational training and community disability group.
Transitioning from working alone to a collaborative
group dynamic completely transformed her approach.
It not only stabilized her income but also taught her to
view her efforts through a business lens. Today,
working alongside others has given Tou significantly
more bargaining power in the market, proper support,
and renewed confidence in building her future.
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A Journey to Transforming Community Environments

“My life has changed significantly —
not just because of the stable

income,"but because of the pride'l
feel in proving to society that people
with.disabilities can create real
value for the community.”

- Ms. Manith Philavan (Tou),
Informal Waste Worker

Image: Ms. Manith, Credit: Swisscontact

Joining the Waste to Value (W2V) Project

Encouraged by friends, Tou decided to participate in a
Workplace Safety Training conducted by the Waste to
Value (W2V) project, hoping to gain practical skills and
improve her livelihood in 2023. Through the project,
she received training in occupational safety, waste
sorting techniques, basic first aid, and financial
management, providing her far beyond what she had
expected. She also learned how different types of
recyclable materials could be separated and sold for
better prices, helping her increase her income more
effectively.

Image: Ms. Manith and the members of the community disability group,
Credit: Swisscontact

"Before, | never knew how to manage accounts or
save money for health emergencies. The basic
entrepreneurship training taught us about saving and,
most importantly, how to sort different types of waste
before selling to get a better price," Tou explains.
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A Meaningful and Sustainable New Life

As part of the project’s support for inclusive
livelihoods, Tou received a specially designed waste
collection cart and protective safety equipment. The
support not only improved her ability to work more
safely and efficiently but also demonstrated to others
in the community that people with disabilities can
actively contribute to environmental improvement
and economic development when given equal
opportunities.

She can now collect a much larger volume of waste
and travel further with a renewed sense of safety.
The most tangible success is that her weekly income
has doubled, rising to 600,000 LAK. This increased
income has become a pillar for her family, allowing
her to support her children’s education and

Contribute to the utility bills of her community group.
Beyond collecting recyclables, she has applied her
new skills to upcycle scrap cloth into floor mats, which
she also sells through online channels like Facebook to
generate supplemental income.

Inspiration for the Future

Today, Tou and her team of workers with disabilities
have become models of solidarity and perseverance.
They are not only earning an independent living but
are also actively participating in reducing urban waste.
Looking ahead, Tou is determined to strengthen her
association's activities to help other people with
disabilities find meaningful careers and dignity in
society.

“No matter what obstacles someone is facing, | want everyone to believe that we can do it.
Do not be discouraged; keep your spirits high and fight for the goals you have set,”
- Tou shares as a message to everyone.

Waste to Value Project

Image: Ms. Manith as a guest speaker at the ASEAN Conference on Combatting Plastic Pollution 2024, Credit: Swisscontact
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Main objectives: to improve the environmental performance of service sector SMEs through access to green
products and better waste management practices; and to enhance the business operations of informal waste
pickers to improve their livelihood.

Project duration: February 2022 — December 2024
Project location:

Project partners:

Xaysetha and Chanthabouly in Vientiane Capital, Vang Vieng in Vientiane Province

Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment, Hotel and Restaurant Associations, Green

suppliers and service providers, National University of Laos, Local district authorities.

Target Groups:

Service sector SMEs and informal waste pickers

This project is part of the Swisscontact Development Programme, which is co-financed by the Swiss Agency for
Development and Cooperation (SDC), Federal Department of Foreign Affairs FDFA and other donors.
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