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Acknowledgement of Country

We would like to acknowledge the
Traditional Custodians of the Land on
which we stand today the Ngunnawal
people. We would also like to pay our
respects to Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Elders past, present, and
emerging and extend that respect to
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders
who are present today.



Partnership in Action

• First connected in 2019 reviewing an 
agricultural development program in Laos

• Discovered shared passion for strengthening 
development systems and sustainable change

• Chanthalangsy mentored and advised 
Francesca about gender and development in 
Laos 

• Jointly worked on an RDA project during 
Francesca’s PhD



Introducing Chanthalangsy
• Volunteer with PADETC since 1998
• Became a project officer for the first 

community driven approach in 2005
• RDA was established in 2009 from eco-

forest learning centre Suam Mai Lao
• RDA became an independent organisation 

in 2015
• RDA’s vision is to become a model Agency 

that inspires and empowers rural 
communities



Introducing Francesca

• Working in Laos since 2018 
• Background in agricultural development 
• Moved into gender and development 

following work with the RDA in 2019 
• PhD thesis ‘The Wheel of Fire’: 

Negotiating Feminist Ideals and 
Development Realities in Lao PDR’



Development in Laos

• Target of International 
development since the mid-20th 
century

• Development sector in Laos: 
government agencies, research 
institutes,  INGOs, CSOs and social 
enterprises

• Currently classified as a UN Least 
Developed Country (LDC)

• LDC ‘graduation’ in November 2026



Development & The Wheel of Fire 

“Development is like a wheel of
fire, it just goes around and
around and at some point,
countries, people, organisations
are supposed to get off this
wheel of fire, but nobody ever
does get off this wheel”

(Co-Researcher 1-E)



The Relationship Between Ideology and Reality



The Relationship Between Ideology and Reality

Levels of 
Development

What Happens at this Level Stakeholders

The Macro 
Level

Development is conceptualised, and policies
and frameworks are formulated

• Government
• Donors
• Academics

The Meso 
Level

Development programs are designed • INGOs
• CSOs

The Micro 
Level 

Development is enacted with communities • Individual practitioners
• Intended beneficiaries



The Role of CSOs in Laos
• In Laos there is a focus on INGO-CSO 

relationships
• INGOs hold power as pseudo ‘donor’ 

organisation
• CSOs negotiate between INGOs and 

communities
• CSOs move between changing INGO 

projects to sustain operations



Reflecting on our Collaboration
• Systems thinking provided a practical 

framework for our collaboration 
• Deep listening built mutual 

understanding of each other’s needs 
and priorities 

• Shared responsibility for each others’ 
goals strengthened our partnership 

• Collaborative leadership emerged 
through teamwork and shared power



Recommendations
• Mutual support - technical and 

emotional 
• A focus on co-design and sustainable 

participation 
• Capacity building in systems thinking 

and innovation 
• Recognize the power and role of CSOs 

and intended beneficiaries in shaping 
development ideology and 
programming
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