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About this book

Rough Guides are designed to be good to read and easy to
use. The book is divided into the following sections, and you
should be able to find whatever you need in one of them.

The introductory colour section is designed to give you a
feel for Laos, suggesting when to go and what not to miss,
and includes a full list of contents. Then comes basics, for
pre-departure information and other practicalities.

The guide chapters cover Laos in depth, each starting with a highlights
panel, introduction and a map to help you plan your route.

Contexts fills you in on history, the environment and the ethnic mosaic while
individual colour sections introduce local festivals and Laos’s hill tribes.
Language gives you an extensive menu reader and enough Lao to get by.

The book concludes with all the small print, including details of how
to send in updates and corrections, and a comprehensive index.

This fourth edition published January 2011.

The publishers and authors have done their best to ensure the accuracy and currency of all the
information in The Rough Guide to Laos, however, they can accept no responsibility for any loss,
injury, or inconvenience sustained by any traveller as a result of information or advice contained
in the guide.
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Introduction to

| A0S

Often overlooked in favour of its better-known neighbours,
landlocked Laos remains one of Southeast Asia’s most
beguiling destinations. Caught in the middle of the two
Indochina wars and long isolated from the rest of the
world, the country retains a slow, rather old-fashioned
charm, and its people - incredibly laidback and friendly,
even by Asian standards - are undoubtedly one of the
highlights of any visit.

Laos’s lifeline is the Mekong River, which runs
the length of the country, at times bisecting it and
at others serving as a boundary with Thailand;
the rugged Annamite Mountains historically have
acted as a buffer against Vietnam, with which Laos
shares its eastern border. Most people visit the
country as part of a wider trip in the region, often
entering from Thailand and following the Mekong further south. However,
Laos alone rewards further exploration, and with a little more time it’s not hard
to feel like you're visiting places where few Westerners venture. Stretching from
the forest-clad mountains of the north to the islands of the far south, there’s
enough here to keep you occupied for weeks, and still feel as though you'd
barely scratched the surface.

For such a small country, Laos is surprisingly diverse in terms of its
people. Colourfully dressed hill tribes populate the higher elevations,
while in the lowland river valleys, coconut palms sway over the Buddhist
monasteries of the ethnic Lao. The country also retains some of the French
influence it absorbed during colonial days: the familiar smell of freshly baked
bread and coffee mingles with exotic local aromas in morning markets,
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and many of the old shophouses of
its larger towns now (appropriately)
house French restaurants.

The effects of the wars, and of
its communist government, are
unmistakable — it remains completely
inadvisable to strike out into the
countryside  without following
paths for fear of UXO (unexploded
ordnance) — and the country remains
heavily dependent on its neighbours
for all manner of products; indeed
in some parts of the country, the
local markets stock more Chinese
and Vietnamese goods than Lao.
However, whether you’re riding
through the countryside on a rickety
old bus crammed with sacks of rice,
more people than seats, and blaring
tinny Lao pop music, leisurely sailing
down the Mekong past staggeringly
beautiful scenery, or being dragged by
a stranger to celebrate a birth over too
much Beer Lao and lao-ldo, it’s hard
not to be won over by this utterly
fascinating country and its people.

e The Lao People’s Democratic
Republic, whose capital is
Vientiane, is Southeast Asia’s
only landlocked country.
Modern Laos covers more than
236,000 square kilometres, yet
has a population of just under
7 million.

¢ A constitutional monarchy
until 1976, Laos is today a
one-party dictatorship and

one of the world’s last official
communist states. It is also
one of the world’s poorest
countries, heavily reliant on aid.

e Life expectancy is a rather
paltry 57 years, and there’s

a young population, with the
average age just 19.5 years.

¢ Lowland Lao (Lao Loum)
comprise approximately seventy
percent of the population,
upland Lao (Lao Theung) and
highland Lao (Lao Soung)
roughly twenty and ten percent
respectively; within these broad
definitions, there are many
smaller divisions. Chinese and
Vietnamese are a small but
economically significant portion
of the population.

e The national language is Lao,
a tonal language closely related
to Thai, although the written
scripts differ. English is the most
spoken European language.

e Laos is a predominately
Buddhist country and follows
the Theravadan school of
Buddhism, in common with
neighbouring Thailand, Burma
and Cambodia. Around

thirty percent of the popula-
tion, particularly those in the
highlands, follow animist
beliefs.
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Where to go

et on a broad curve of the Mekong, Vientiane is perhaps Southeast
Asia’s most modest capital city. Yet, although lacking the buzz of
Ho Chi Minh City or Bangkok, Laos’s capital has been transformed
since the 1990s, with a string of cosmopolitan restaurants and
cafés to complement its charming rows of pale yellow French—Indochinese
shophouses. Robbed of its more splendid temples in battles with Siam long
ago, Vientiane is more a place for adjusting to the pace of Lao life, and
indulging in herbal saunas and sunset drinks on the banks of the Mekong, than
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one for breakneck tours of monuments and museums. Few tourists passing
through the capital miss a chance for a half-day journey out to Xieng Khuan,
its riverside meadow filled with mammoth religious statues, one of Laos’s
most arresting and bizarre sights.

From Vientiane, it makes sense to head north to Vang Vieng, a town set in
a landscape of glimmering green paddies and sawtoothed karst hills. A great
spot for caving, kayaking, rock climbing and long walks in the countryside,
the town is best known for its wild tubing scene, and is undoubtedly the
country’s party capital for young backpackers. From here the mountainous
old Royal Road to Luang Prabang rollercoasters through some of Laos’s
most stunning scenery. The more intrepid can indulge in a road-and-river
expedition through Laos’s northwestern frontier, stopping off in the remote
outpost of Sayaboury, home to a large portion of the country’s diminishing
elephant population.

Despite the ravages of time, the gﬂded temples and weathered French—
Indochinese shophouses of tiny, cultured Luang Prabang possess a
spellbinding majesty that make this Laos’s most enticing destination. Though
increasingly touristy, the dusty side streets, Mekong views and quiet mornings
still lend the city plenty of charm. Most visitors combine a stay here with
a couple of day-trips, to the sacred Pak Ou Caves, two riverside grottoes
brimming with thousands of Buddha images, and to beautiful Kouang Si
waterfall, the perfect spot for a refreshing dip on a hot day.

A few hours north up the emerald Nam Ou River from Luang Prabang
is the quiet town of Nong Khiaw, picturesquely surrounded by towering

limestone peaks and a great base for trekking and kayaking in the region.
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Just a little further up the river, and only accessible by boat, Muang Ngoi

is a popular travellers’ spot, where it’s hard to drag yourself away from the
temptation of spending your days soaking up the views from a hammock.
Following the river even further north is one of the greatest highlights of a
trip to Laos, passing through stunning scenery on resolutely local boats to get
to Phongsali, from which you can explore further into the isolated far north,
or join an overnight trek to local hill-tribe villages.

Improved roads means that it’s now a lot easier to explore the far north, an
often spectacular region that is home to a patchwork of upland tribal groups.
Luang Namtha and the easy-going village of Muang Sing are both centres
for treks to nearby hill-tribe villages, while the former also offers kayaking
opportunities. Downriver from here is Houayxai, on the Thai border, from
where you can join a slow boat down the Mekong for the picturesque journey
south to Luang Prabang.

Lost in the misty mountains of the far northeast, Hua Phan province was
the nerve centre of communist Laos during the Second Indochina War, and
remains well removed from the Mekong Valley centres of lowland Lao life.
The provincial capital, Sam Neua, has a resolutely Vietnamese feel (hardly
surprising when you consider its proximity to the border), and though it has
a rather limited tourist infrastructure, there’s a certain charm about the place
once you dig a little deeper. The main reason for a stay here is to visit Vieng
Xai, where the communist Pathet Lao directed their resistance from deep
within a vast cave complex, and where the last Lao king was exiled until his
untimely demise. South along Route 6 from Hua Phan is Xieng Khuang
province, the heartland of Laos’s Hmong population. Phonsavan, a dusty
rather nondescript town, is the starting point for trips out to the mystical

Plain of Jars.

mepey jo aweb Buikiep-Aineld v A



Morning markets

Markets remain a mainstay of daily life in Laos, crammed full of stalls
selling everything from pigs’ heads, congealed blood and pungent
pa daek to bamboo baskets for sticky rice and imported toiletries
from Vietnam. They’re also a great place for a quick meal — even in
the smallest you'll be able to find someone selling f6e — though you’ll
generally need to get there early to see the best of them.

To the south, the tail of Laos is squeezed between the formidable
Annamite Mountains to the east and the Mekong River as it barrels
towards Cambodia. Thakhek is a good base from which to visit the
Mahaxai Caves and Khammouane Limestone NBCA, the highlight of
which is Tham Lot Kong Lo, an underground river that can be navigated
by canoe. Genial Savannakhet is the south’s most famous town, almost
as culturally Vietnamese as it is Lao, a pleasant urban retreat with an
architectural charm second only to Luang Prabang. The cool and fertile
Bolaven Plateau, where most of Laos’s coffee is grown, makes a refreshing
stop during the hot season, not least to try a cup of the famous brew. To the
southwest lies diminutive Champasak, with its red-dirt streets and princely
villas. The ruins of Wat Phou, the greatest of the Khmer temples outside
Cambodia, perch on a forested hilltop nearby.

Anchoring the tail of Laos, the countless river islands of Si Phan Don
lie scattered across the Mekong, swollen to 14km from bank to bank, all
the way to the Cambodian border. One of the most significant wetlands
in the country, Si Phan Don is the perfect spot to while away lazy days,
and harbours scores of long-established fishing communities as well as
centuries-old lowland Lao traditions.

When to go

ovember to January
are the most pleasant
months to travel in
lowland Laos, when
daytime temperatures are agree-
ably warm, evenings are slightly
chilly and the countryside is
green and lush after the rains.
However, at higher elevations

ni-n1 pajured Apubug A
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temperatures are significantly cooler, sometimes dropping to freezing point.

In February, temperatures begin to climb, reaching a peak in April, when the
lowlands are baking hot and humid. During this time, the highlands are, for the
most part, equally hot if a bit less muggy than the lowlands, though there are
places, such as Paksong on the Bolaven Plateau, that have a temperate climate
year-round. Due to slash-and-burn agriculture, much of the north, including
Luang Prabang, becomes shrouded in smoke from March until the beginning
of the monsoon, which can at times be quite uncomfortable, and of course
doesn’t do your photographs any favours. The rainy season (generally May to
September) affects the condition of Laos’s network of unpaved roads, some of
which become impassable after the rains begin. On the other hand, rivers which
may be too low to navigate during the dry season become important transport
routes after the rains have caused water levels to rise. Note that the climate in
some northern areas — notably Phongsali and Hua Phan (Sam Neua) — can be
surprisingly temperamental, even in the hot season, so you could have one
scorcher of a day, followed by a cold, wet day that’s enough to convince you
you're no longer in Southeast Asia.

Average daily maximum temperatures and monthly rainfall

Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec

°C 28 § 30NN 330N 34WN 328N 328 3 SN 31 31 290 28
mm 5) 150 38N 99N 2674 3020 26748 2928 302 109 15 3
Luang Prabang

°C 28 ¥ 328N 343N 36N 358N 34N 32 3288 330 320 290 27

mm 15 W 180 il 1098 16SHN 15588 23/ SOUM 1650 798 Sl 13
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things not to miss

It’s not possible to see everything that Laos has to offer in one trip

— and we don’t suggest you try. What follows is a selective and
subjective taste of the country’s highlights: stunning temples, colourful
festivals and great activities. They re arranged in five colour-coded
categories to help you find the very best things to see, do, eat and
experience. All highlights have a page reference to take you straight

into the Guide, where you can find out more.

0 A slow boat down the Mekong Page 201 * The lifeline of this landlocked
nation, the Mekong figures in every visit to Laos, supplying the fish for dinner, a stunning
array of sunsets and a route to travel along.

| SLH9IS | 34NLYN | SLNIAT | JWNASNOD | SIILIAILIY |
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0 Phongsali Page 180 ¢ Head into the far north to this untouristy town, from where
you can explore the beautiful surrounding countryside.

Luang Prabang Page 113 ¢
0 5 At the confluence of the Mekong and
the Nam Khan, Laos’s most enchanting city
boasts atmospheric temples and a variety of
excursions.

0 3 Plain of Jars Page 153 *

Ancient funerary urns, the remnants
of a lost civilization, lie scattered across the
heart of the northeast.

0 Waterfalls of the

Bolaven Plateau Page 251 *
A series of spectacular waterfalls set among
lush forest.
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Lao food Page 33 ¢ Fiery and crammed with herbs, Lao food is a delight to
discover — and there’s excellent Beer Lao to wash it down.

Vang
0 7 Vieng
Page 97 * Best
known for its
tubing and
backpacker
scene, Vang
Vieng is also
a great place
for outdoor
adventures.

Trekking Page 45 * Rugged mountain forests set the scene for hikers seeking to
explore the remote hill villages of the north.

| SINIA3 | JNASNOD | SIILIAILIY |
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0 The
Nam
Ou Page 172
* This tropical
waterway in the
mountainous
north passes
through some
of the country’s
most inspiring
scenery.

1 Vieng Xai Page 164 * A dusty village, beautifully set among stunning limsestone
karsts, which were home to the Pathet Lao during the second Indochina War.

1 Colonial shophouses Page 215 © French-Indochinese shophouses add
character to city streets in Mekong River towns, such as Savannakhet.
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1 That Luang Page 81 * The country’s most important religious building is best seen
at sunset when the golden stupa seems to glow in the fading light.

1 Wat Phou Page 236 * The

most evocative Khmer ruin outside
of Cambodia, this rambling mountainside
complex dates from the sixth to twelfth
centuries.

Si Phan Don Page 243 ¢ This

picturesque collection of Mekong
islands, close to the Cambodian border, is
dotted with rustic fishing villages and is the
perfect place to relax.

1 Lao
massage
Page 48 * A
traditional massage
at a Lao sauna is
the best way to wind
down and rejuvenate
after a long trek. The
herbal mixtures in
the steam bath (and
the tea) are jealously
guarded secrets.

SIN3IAT | JWASNOI | SAILIAILIY
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1 Wat Xieng Thong Page 128 ¢ Spared wars, fires and overzealous restorations,
the jewel of temple-rich Luang Prabang is as elegant as it is historic.

1 Nong Khiaw Page 174 ©

8 Straddling the Nam Ou, this is the
perfect place for a few days, relaxing in a
hammock or exploring the surrounding area
on foot or by kayak.

1 Textiles Page 52 * Weavers plying

their craft still work the looms under
their homes in the countryside, where each
ethnic group is known for having its own
style of textiles.
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Getting there

As Laos is often part of a wider trip to the region, many people choose to travel
there overland, with the crossings from Thailand near Vientiane and at Houayxai
the most popular options. There are currently no direct flights to Laos from
outside of Asia — most visitors fly via Bangkok, from where it takes just over an
hour to reach Vientiane, and just under two hours to Luang Prabang. Connections
are also possible from Chiang Mai and Udon Thani (Thailand), Ho Chi Minh City
and Hanoi (Vietnam), Siem Reap (Cambodia), Kunming (China) and Kuala Lumpur
(Malaysia). Due to the lack of direct flights, it can be quite expensive to fly to Laos,
though this is more than compensated for by the low cost of living and travelling

once in the country.

The high season for flights to Southeast :
Asia is from the beginning of July through :
to the end of August and also includes
most of December, during which period :
fares can be twenty percent higher than at
other times of year. If Laos is only one stop :
another European hub, and again at Bangkok
Round-the-World :
(RTW) ticket, which can be tailored to the :
destinations you want to visit. Also worth
considering if you live in Australia, New :

on a longer journey, you might want to
consider buying a

Zealand or the west coast of North America

Bangkok as a standard option.

Indochina  trawl, are

travel independently, but are

mended tour operators.

Flights from the UK and
Ireland

Bangkok; an alternative route

plane in France or Germany first. In total,

fifteen and a half hours, though this varies
greatly according to connection times —
flying on Thai Airways to Vientiane is usually
the quickest option.

Flying from Ireland will involve changing
planes at least twice — once in London or

or Ho Chi Minh City — with a journey time of at
least eighteen and a half hours.

Because of the lack of direct flights, prices
are generally high throughout the vyear.

Expect to pay at least £750 from London
are Circle Pacific tickets, which feature :
rise over £1000/€1500 respectively. With

Package tours to Laos, some of which :
take in the country as part of a wider
inevitably more :
expensive and less spontaneous than if you
worth
investigating if you have limited time or a
specialist interest. Booking through a tour :
company in Laos will undoubtedly save you
money compared to booking in your home :

© Flying to Laos from North America usually
country — see p.21 for details of recom- :

and €900 from Dublin, though prices often

fights to Bangkok alone significantly
cheaper (from £450/€600), it’s worth consid-
ering travelling overland between the Thai
capital and Vientiane by train (see p.70 for
more details).

Flights from the US and
Canada

involves one stop, in Bangkok, if traveling

. from the west coast, and two stops, often
Hong Kong and Bangkok, from the east
: coast. Expect journey lengths of at least
nineteen and twenty-three hours, respectively.
Most flights from the UK and lreland to :
Laos will involve a change of plane at :
is via
Vietnam, though this requires a change of :
for Vancouver departures, Can$1700 from
flying to Laos from the UK will take at least :

Fares from the west coast start at around
$1200, while you should expect to pay
upwards of $1500 from the east coast.
From Canada, prices begin at Can$1300

Toronto.

@
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At Rough Guides we are passionately committed to travel. We feel strongly that
only through travelling do we truly come to understand the world we live in and the
people we share it with — plus tourism has brought a great deal of benefit to
developing economies around the world over the last few decades. But the
extraordinary growth in tourism has also damaged some places irreparably, and of
course climate change is exacerbated by most forms of transport, especially
flying. This means that now more than ever it’s important to travel thoughtfully
and responsibly, with respect for the cultures you’re visiting — not only to derive
the most benefit from your trip but also to preserve the best bits of the planet for
everyone to enjoy. At Rough Guides we feel there are six main areas in which you
can make a difference:

e Consider what you’re contributing to the local economy, and how much the

services you use do the same, whether it’s through employing local workers and

guides or sourcing locally grown produce and local services.

* Consider the environment on holiday as well as at home. Water is scarce in many

developing destinations, and the biodiversity of local flora and fauna can be adversely

affected by tourism. Try to patronize businesses that take account of this.

¢ Travel with a purpose, not just to tick off experiences. Consider spending longer in

a place, and getting to know it and its people.

® Give thought to how often you fly. Try to avoid short hops by air and more harmful
night flights.

¢ Consider alternatives to flying, travelling instead by bus, train, boat and even by
bike or on foot where possible.

* Make your trips “climate neutral” via a reputable carbon offset scheme. All Rough

Guide flights are offset, and every year we donate money to a variety of charities
devoted to combating the effects of climate change.

Flights from Perth to Laos are via Bangkok,
while those from elsewhere in Australia
may go via Vietnam or Hong Kong (the
latter requiring an additional change at
Bangkok); average journey time is around
thirteen hours from Perth and sixteen hours
from Sydney, depending on connections.
Flights from Perth start at around
Aus$1000, Aus$1200 from Sydney; a
cheaper alternative could be to fly the
budget airline Air Asia to Kuala Lumpur,
from where you can connect to Vientiane.
From New Zealand, flying to Laos involves
at least two stops, usually in Australia,
Hong Kong, Vietnam or Bangkok; the
journey takes around nineteen hours and
fares start at around NZ$1900.

Expect a journey upwards of nineteen
hours if flying from South Africa, with at
least two stops en route. Prices start at
around R8500.

Landlocked Laos is easily accessed
from most of its neighbouring countries,
either overland or by flying. Note that visa
on arrival is not available at all overland
entry points — see the box on p.23 for
details and check locally for the most
up-to-date information.

From Thailand

Lao Airlines operates flights from Bangkok to
Vientiane, Luang Prabang and Savannakhet,
from Chiang Mai to Vientiane and Luang
Prabang, and from Udon Thani to Luang
Prabang. In addition, Bangkok Air has twice-
daily flights to Luang Prabang. All flights take
between one hour and one hour forty
minutes.

As of the time of writing, there are six
routes across the Thai border into Laos:
Chiang Khong-Houayxai (see p.197);
Nong Khai-Vientiane (see p.70); Nakhon



Phanom-Thakhek (see p.210); Mukdahan—
Savannakhet (see p.217); Chong
Mek-Pakse (see p.233); and Beung
Khan-Paksan (see p.209). Visas on arrival
are available at all but the last crossing, but
check locally before ftraveling as the
situation can change. It's possible to get
visas in advance from the Laos Embassy in
Bangkok (see p.24).

From Vietnam

Vietnam Airlines flies from Hanoi to Vientiane
and Luang Prabang, and from Ho Chi Minh
City (Saigon) to Vientiane (all 3hr); both
routes are also served by Lao Airlines. It's
also possible to travel overland into Laos at
six border points: Tay Trang-Sop Hun (see
p.180); Nam Xoi-Na Meo (see p.159); Nam
Khan-Nam Can (see p.153); Cau Treo-Nam
Phao (see p.210); Lao Bao-Dansavanh (see
p.224); Ngoc Hoi-Bo Y (see p.260). Visas on
arrival are available at all of these crossings.

From Cambodia

Lao Airlines operates direct flights from
Siem Reap to Luang Prabang (1hr 30min)
and Pakse (1hr 45min), and to Vientiane via
Pakse (3hr). The only way to cross overland
into Laos is at the Dom Kralor-Veun Kham
crossing, where it's possible to get a visa on
arrival. It’s also possible to cross here by
boat. You will probably have to pay a small
“fee”, usually around $1-2, to the immigra-
tion officials at the checkpoint, in addition to
your visa fee.

From China

It’s possible to travel by road or air into Laos
from  China’s  southwestern  Yunnan
province. Lao Airlines operates flights from
Kunming to Vientiane (thr 20min). The only
border crossing is at Mengla—Boten, from
where buses run to Luang Namtha and
Qudomxai (see p.185 & p.184) — it’s best to
travel first thing in the morning in order to be
able to connect to either town.

Airlines

@ www.airasia.com.
@www.aircanada.ca.
@ www.airnewzealand.com.

@ www.bangkokair.com.
@ www.britishairways.com.
@ www.cathaypacific.com. e
@ www.china-airlines.com.
@ www.emirates.com.
@ www.evaair.com.
@ www.koreanair.com.
@ www.laosairlines.com
@ www.klm.com.
@ www.gantas.com.
@ www.singaporeair.com.
@ www.thaiair.com.
@ www.united.com.
@ www.vietnamairlines.com.
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Agents and Operators

Australia ®1300/851
800, New Zealand ® 0800/441 638, UK
®0845/618 2200, US @ 800/554-7016; @ www
.abercrombiekent.com. Luxury tour operator with a
couple of Indochina offerings.
Australia ® 1300/295 049,
@ www.adventureworld.com.au; New Zealand
®0800/238 368; @ www.adventureworld.co.nz.
A good range of tours, ranging from two to
seventeen days.
US ®1-800/665-3998,
@ www.adventures-abroad.com. Small-group tour
specialists with several regional tours that include
Laos on their itinerary, plus one trip out of Bangkok
that concentrates exclusively on Laos.
Vietnam @ www.buffalotours.com.
Vietnam-based tour operator with a range of options
for Laos, including luxury hotels and culinary tours.
UK ®0845/863 9600, @ www.exodus
.co.uk. Various Indochina packages from this
specialist in cultural and adventure tourism, including
a cycling trip in Laos and northern Vietnam.
Vientiane ® 021/241861 Luang
Prabang ® 071/252879; ® www.exotissimo
.com. Well-established tour operator with branches
throughout Indochina offering tours catered to a range
of holidays, from honeymoons and family trips to hotel
bookings and treks.
UK ®0845/0131537,
@ www.exploreworldwide.com. A number of Laos
options, most combining the country with Vietnam
and Cambodia.
US ®1-800/255-8735,
@ www.journeys-intl.com. Specialists in small-group
nature and culture explorations, offering a couple of
week-long trips in Laos or an extended trip in the region.
UK ®01245/608 291, 21
@ www.northsouthtravel.co.uk. Friendly, competitive
travel agency, offering discounted fares worldwide.
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Profits are used to support projects in the developing
world, especially the promotion of sustainable tourism.

UK ®501273/ 670 001, @ www
.selectiveasia.com. Helpful and knowledgeable staff
and an excellent range of Laos trips, all of which can
be tailor-made and to suit a range of budgets.

Australia ® 134 782, New Zealand
®0800/474 400, South Africa ©®0861/781 781, UK
®0871/2300 040, US ® 1-800/781-4040; @ www
.statravel.co.uk. Worldwide specialists in independent
travel; also student IDs, travel insurance, car rental,
rail passes, and more. Good discounts for students
and under-26s.
UK ®0845/123 2844, US

®1-866/723 7903; @ www.symbiosis-travel
.com. An environmentally aware operator that aims
to reduce the negative impact of tourism. Tours
include “Laos Ancient and Wild”, which encompasses
trekking, hill-tribe visits, kayaking and a stay in Luang
Prabang.

Australia ® 1300/780 212, Ireland
®01/677 7888, UK ® 0845/058 5858; @ www
trailfinders.com. One of the best-informed and most
efficient agents for independent travellers.

France

Canada @ 1-866/246-9762, US
®1-800/592-2887; @ www.travelcuts.com.
Canadian youth and student travel firm.

Australia ® 866/892 9216,

@ www.travelindochina.com. An excellent range
of tours that take in Laos — either on its own or in
conjunction with Thailand, Vietnam or Cambodia.

UK ®0800/840 0850, W www
.tripsworldwide.com. A range of tailor-made trips to
Laos, including “Off the beaten track”, which takes in
Luang Namtha, Akha hill tribes and Nong Khiaw.

Ireland ©01/602 1906, Northern Ireland
®028/9032 7111, @ www.usit.ie. Ireland’s main
student and youth travel specialists.

South Africa ®011/394
1660, ® www.wendywutours.co.za. Short tours
just focusing on Laos or a 28-day “Grand tour of
Indochina”.

Australia ® 1300/720 000,
Canada ®613/241-2700, New Zealand ® 09/368
4161, UK ©020/8545 9030, US ©1-613/241-
2700; @ www.worldexpeditions.com. An interesting
array of group trips, including an “Eco Tourism
Development Project”.
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Entry requirements

Visas on arrival take just a few minutes to
process, cost around $35, and are available
to passengers flying into Luang Prabang
Airport, Pakse Airport and Wattay Airport in
Vientiane. Those traveling to Laos from
Thailand can pick up visas on arrival at any of
the border crossings open to foreign tourists,
as can those entering from certain places in
Vietnam (Nam Khan, Bo Y, Tay Trang, Cau
Treo and Lao Bao) and China (Mo Han). Only
US dollars are accepted as payment and a
passport-sized photo is required. If you
forget the photo, border officials will usually
turn a blind eye for an extra $1. Note that
passport holders from a number of countries,
including Pakistan, Turkey and Zambia, are
not eligible for visas on arrival and must
obtain one in advance — for a comprehensive
list see @tinyurl.com/3ykrvyy. To cross into
Laos from all other points, including Cha Lo
in Vietnam, you'll need to arrange a visa

before arriving at the border. Like visas on
arrival, pre-arranged tourist visas allow for
a stay of up to thirty days. Prices are
generally a little higher though — especially if
you pay a tour operator to help you out — so
avoid buying one unless your border crossing
demands it. If it does, visas can be obtained
directly from Lao embassies and consulates.
At the Lao embassy in Bangkok (see p.24),
thirty-day visas cost 1,400 baht for nationals
of the UK, US and Ireland, 1,200 baht for
those from Australia, New Zealand and
South Africa, and 1,680 baht for Canadians.
You'll need to take two passport-sized
photos with you but, provided you apply
before noon, processing can usually be done
on the same day. Advance visas can also
be obtained at the Lao consulate in Khon
Kaen, in the northeast of Thailand, or through
one of the many travel agents concentrated
on or around Khao San Road. However,

Visa on arrival: Thirty days. Available at Wattay International Airport (Vientiane),
Pakse Airport, Luang Prabang International Airport, and all Thai-Lao border
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crossings open to foreigners. Also available at border crossings with Vietnam (Nam
Khan, Bo Y, Tay Trang, Cau Treo and Lao Bao) and China (Mo Han).

Tourist visa (T): Thirty days. Required for all border crossings where visa on arrival
is not available. Can be arranged in advance at Lao embassies and consulates, or
through tour operators in Thailand, Vietnam and Cambodia.

Visitor visa (B3): One-month stay. Extendable for two further months. Lao guarantor
required, and intended for those visiting relatives who work in Laos.

Transit visa (TR): Allows for a maximum of five days’ stay and intended to help
travellers who wish to make a short stopover in Laos. The visa is only valid for one
province, and takes three working days to process. To qualify you must have proof
of an onward journey within five days.

Business visa (B2): One-month stay, but can be extended until the end of your
business term. Requires a Lao sponsor.

Multiple entry visa: Only issued by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Consular
Department.
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prices (and processing fees) can vary wildly. :
Wherever you choose to get your visa, bear :
in mind that Lao visa regulations and prices °
. ©02/6286 4595, W www.laosembassy.net.

The Lao embassy in Hanoi, and consulates
in Ho Chi Minh City and Da Nang, can also
issue visas but it’s important to note that the :
prices charged vary from place to place, and

the regulations and conditions change :
- Hong Kong Room 1002 Arion Commercial Centre,

are subject to frequent change.

frequently. Lao visas issued in Vietnam are

also significantly more expensive than those : A :
. India Panchsheel Park, New Delhi ®011/642

© 7447, ®642 8588.

* Indonesia 33 Jalan Kintamani Raya, Kuningan
Timur, Jakarta ®021/520 2673, ® 522 9601.
. Japan 3-3-22, Nishi-Azabu, Minato-ku

you'll need to plan ahead if you want to avoid :

issued in Thailand.

Extending visas

Visa extensions are fairly easy to obtain, but

overstaying your visa (there’s currently a $10

penalty for each extra day you spend in the :
country). The cheapest option is to visit the
immigration office on Hatsady Road in :
Vientiane before your visa expires. Here, visa
extensions are issued at the cost of $2 per :
day and the maximum length of extension is :

fifteen days. Alternatively you could leave the

required. Thirty-day business visas that have
the potential to be extended can also be

and consulates listed below.

Lao embassies and consulates

Australia 1 Dalman Crescent, 0’Malley, Canberra

Cambodia 15-17 Mao Tse Tung Blvd, Phnom Penh
®23/982632.

China 11 E 4th St, Sanlitun, Chaoyang, Beijing
®010/5321224; Camelia Hotel, Suite 3226, 154 E
Dong Feng Rd, Kunming ® 0871/3176624.

2-12 Queen’s Rd West, Hong Kong ® 2544 1186.

®03/54112291, ®54112293.

Malaysia 25 Jalan Damai, Kuala Lumpur
®03/4251 1118, ® 4251 0080.

Myanmar (Burma), Diplomatic Headquarters,
Taw Win Road, Yangon (Rangoon) ® 01/22482,
®27446.

New Zealand Contact embassy in Canberra.
Philippines 34 Lapu-Lapu St, Magallanes, Makati,
Manila ® 02/852 5759.

country and enter again (which might work Singapore 479-B Gold Hill Centre, Thomson Rd
out cheaper if you're planning to extend by : ©6250 6044, ©6014.
twenty days or more) or pay a local travel . Thailand 502/13 Ramkhamhaeng Soi 39,

ty day orpay a  Bangkapi, Bangkok ®02 539 3642; 19/1-3
agent to arrange the visa extension for you. - pyyiwican Rd. Khon Kaen @043 223 698, @ www
Generally this is more expensive, with most .bkklaoembaésy.com '

vendors charging around $4 per extra day :

1S 2222 S St NW, Washington DC & 202/332-

: 6416, ®332-4923 @ www.laoembassy.com
- Vietnam 22 Rue Tran Bing Trong, Hanoi ® 04/942
arranged in advance at the Lao embassies :

© Minh City ®08/829 7667.

4576, ® 822 8414; 93 Pasteur St, District 1, Ho Chi

Getting around

Getting around on Laos’s transport system is an adventure in itself, what with its
barely seaworthy boats, aged jalopies with hard seats and hot, crowded buses.
Don’t be fooled by maps and distance charts — seemingly short rides can take
hours, as tired vehicles slow to a crawl in their uphill battle against muddy,
mountainous roads. Take heart though, in knowing that many visitors have their
best encounters with the people of Laos amid the adversity of a bad bus ride.

Laos’s road system has improved signifi- :
cantly over the last few years. Roads have :
been upgraded, and getting around is easier :

than ever, though often still challenging.
Keep in mind, however, that a newly graded
and paved road this year may get no



maintenance, and after just two or even one
rainy seasons the road will revert to being
nothing but a potholed track. Some roads
are only built to last a season, being washed
away each year by the monsoon.

The country’s main thoroughfare is Route
13, which stretches from Luang Prabang to
the Cambodian border, passing through
Vientiane, Savannakhet and Pakse. Route
13 sees a steady flow of bus traffic, and it’s
usually possible to flag down a vehicle
during daylight hours provided it's not
already full. Off Route 13, you’ll encounter
a wide range of road conditions — from
freshly paved carriageways to bone-
rattling, potholed tracks. With the improved
road conditions, buses have largely
supplanted river travel, the traditional
means of getting around.

You only need to travel for a week or two
in Laos before you realize that timetables
are irrelevant: planes, buses and boats
leave on a whim and estimated times of
arrival are pointless. Wherever you go in
Laos, the driver does not seem to be in any
hurry to arrive.

For an idea of frequency and duration of
bus services between towns, check the
travel details at the end of each chapter.
Given the poor condition of many roads and
buses, as well as the many unscheduled
stops en route, all travel times in these
sections should be taken as rough
estimates.

Visitors hoping to see rural Laos can expect
hours of arduous, bone-crunching travel on
the country’s motley fleet of lumbering jitter-
boxes. Buses link only larger towns, and on
many routes can be few and far between, a
fact which makes a number of attractions,
such as ruins and waterfalls, difficult to reach.
Even when there is transport, you may find
that the limited bus timetable will allow you to
get to a particular site, but not make a
same-day return trip — something of a
problem given the dearth of accommodation
in far-flung spots. In the rainy season, some
unpaved roads dissolve into rivers of mud,
slowing buses to a crawl or swallowing them
whole. Even vehicles in reasonably good
condition make painfully slow progress, as

drivers combat mountainous roads and
make frequent (and at times long) stops to
pick up passengers, load goods and even
haggle for bargains at roadside stalls.

Buses

Ordinary buses provide cheap transport
between major towns and link provincial
hubs with their surrounding districts.
Cramped, overloaded and designed for the
smaller Lao frame, these buses are profound
tests of endurance and patience. Seats
often have either torn cushions or are
nothing more than a hard plank. Luggage —
ranging from incontinent roosters to sloshing
buckets of fish and the inevitable fifty-kilo
sacks of rice — is piled in every conceivable
space, filing up the aisle and soaring
skywards from the roof. Breakdowns are
commonplace and often require a lengthy
roadside wait as the driver repairs the bus
on a lonely stretch of road. Typical fares are
of the order of 100,000K for Vientiane to
Luang Prabang or Pakse, though fares could
rise rapidly if fuel prices increase.

Operating out of Vientiane, a fleet of blue,
government-owned buses caters mostly to
the capital’s outlying districts, although it
does provide a service to towns as far north
as Vang Vieng and as far south as Pakse.
While newer than most vehicles in Laos,
these Japanese- and Korean-built buses are
not air-conditioned and have cramped seats,
a situation that worsens as rural passengers
pile in. Buses plying remote routes tend to
be in worse shape: aged jalopies cast off
from Thailand or left behind by the Russians,
which reach new lows in terms of discomfort
and are even more prone to breakdowns.
These vehicles range in style from buses in
the classic sense of the word to souped-up
tourist vans. Converted Russian flat-bed
trucks, once the mainstay of travel in Laos,
still operate in remote areas.

In most instances, tickets should be
bought from the town’s bus station - it’s
best to arrive with plenty of time in order to
buy your ticket and grab a seat, especially in
towns that are busy transport hubs, such as
QOudomxai. In larger towns with an
established tourist infrastructure, you'll often
be able to buy your tickets from a travel
agent; this will usually be a litte more
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expensive, but will include transport to the
bus station. In more rural areas, you'll pay
for your ticket once on board.

At the other end of the spectrum you’ll find
air-conditioned VIP buses, such as the daily
$15 coach service from Vientiane to Luang
Prabang. These services leave from their
own private “stations”, and reservations,
which can be made through guesthouses
and travellers’ cafés, are recommended.

Additionally, you'll find a number of van and
minibus services in the more touristy towns,
connecting to other popular tourist destina-
tions, such as Vang Vieng and Si Phan Don.
Prices for these services are higher than for
the local bus alternative and the journey time
will usually be a fair bit quicker, though you
may find yourself just as crammed in as on a
regular bus, and of course you miss out on
the opportunity to meet local people. The
situation changes rapidly at this end of the
market, so check with travel agents for the
latest information on routes and bookings. It's
also worth shopping around if booking
minibus tickets — regardless of how much you
pay for your ticket, and where you buy it,
you're likely to end up on the same minibus.

Reliable timetables only exist in regional
hubs like Vientiane, Luang Prabang and
Savannakhet; elsewhere it's best to go to
the bus station the night before you plan to
travel to find out the schedule for the next
day. Most departures are usually around 8 or
9am, and very few buses leave after midday.
Many drivers will sit in the bus station long
after their stated departure time, rewing their
engines in an attempt to lure enough
passengers to make the trip worthwhile.

Sawngthaews

In rural areas, away from the Mekong
Valley, the bus network is often replaced by
sawngthaews - converted pick-up trucks
— into which drivers stuff as many passen-
gers as they possibly can. Passengers are
crammed onto two facing benches in the
back (“sawngthaew” means “two rows”);
latecomers are left to dangle off the back,
with their feet on a running board, an
experience that, on a bumpy road, is akin
to inland windsurfing.

Sawngthaews also ply routes between
larger towns and their satellite villages, a

service for which they charge roughly the
same amount as buses. They usually depart
from the regular bus station, but will only
leave when a driver feels he has enough
passengers to make the trip worth his while.
Some drivers try to sweat extra kip out of
passengers by delaying departure. Your
fellow passengers may agree to this, but
most often they grudgingly wait. In some
situations, you can save yourself a lot of
trouble and waiting by getting a few fellow
travellers together and flat-out hiring the
driver to take you where you want to go;
the fares being so ridiculously low as to
make this quite affordable. To catch a
sawngthaew in between stops, simply flag it
down from the side of the road and tell the
driver where you're headed so he knows
when to let you off. The fare is usually paid
when you get off. If the driver is working
without a fare collector, he will tend to stop
on the outskirts of his final destination to
collect fares.

With even the capital too small to support a
local bus system, transport within Lao towns
and cities is left to squadrons of motorized
samlaw (iterally, “three wheels”) vehicles,
more commonly known as jumbos and
tuk-tuks. Painted in primary reds, blues and
yellows, the two types of samlaw look alike
and both function as shared taxis, with
facing benches in the rear to accommodate
four or five passengers. Jumbos are the
original  Lao vehicle, a home-made
three-wheeler consisting of a two-wheeled
carriage soldered to the front half of a
motorcycle, a process best summed up by
the name for the vehicle used in the
southern town of Savannakhet — Skylab
(pronounced “sakai-laeb”), after the doomed
space station that fell to earth, piece by
piece, in the late 1980s. Tuk-tuks, offspring
of the three-wheeled taxis known for striking
terror in Bangkok pedestrians, are really
just bigger, sturdier jumbos, the unlikely
product of some Thai factory, which take
their name from their incessantly sputtering
engines. Lao tend to refer to these vehicles
interchangeably.

Although most northern towns are more
than manageable on foot, the Mekong
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towns tend to sprawl, so you'll find tuk-tuks
particularly useful for getting from a bus
station into the centre of town. To flag down
a tuk-tuk, wave your hand, palm face down
and parallel to the ground. Tell the driver
where you’re going, bargain the price and
pay at the end.

Tuk-tuks are also on hand for inner-city
journeys. Payment is usually per person,
according to the distance travelled and your
bargaining skills. Rates vary from town to
town and are prone to fluctuate in step with
rising petrol prices, but figure on paying
around 5000K per kilometre. In some towns,
tuk-tuks run set routes to the surrounding
villages and leave from a stand, usually near
the market, once full. Chartering tuk-tuks is
also a good way to get to sites within 10 to
15km of a city.

With the country possessing roughly
4600km of navigable waterways, including
stretches of the Mekong, Nam Ou, Nam
Ngum, Xe Kong and seven other arteries, it’s
no surprise to learn that rivers are the
ancient highways of mountainous Laos.
Road improvements in recent years,
however, have led to the decline of river
travel between many towns, with buses and
sawngthaews replacing the armada of boats
that once plied regular routes.

The main Mekong route that remains
links Houayxai to Luang Prabang. Since the
upgrading of Route 13, boats very rarely ply

the stretches of river between Luang
Prabang, Pakse and Si Phan Don. Aside
from the larger, so-called “slow boats”
on the Mekong routes, smaller passenger
boats still cruise up the wide Nam Ou
River (Muang Khoua—Hat Sa), the Nam Tha
(Luang Namtha to Pak Tha), and a
few others, provided water levels are
high enough.

Slow boats and passenger boats

The diesel-chugging cargo boats that
lumber up and down the Mekong routes
are known as “slow boats” (heua sa).
Originally hammered together from ill-fitting
pieces of wood, and powered by a
jury-rigged engine that needs to be coaxed
along by an on-board mechanic, these
boats once offered one of Asia’s last great
travel adventures, but you'll need to speak
Lao to arrange a trip. Much easier is to take
advantage of the passenger boats with
seating for a couple of dozen people, which
have been introduced on the river journey
most popular with Western visitors, namely
Houayxai to Luang Prabang.

On smaller rivers, river travel is by long,
narrow boats powered by a small outboard
engine. Confusingly, these are also known
as “slow boats”, although, unlike the big
Mekong cargo boats, they only hold eight
people and never attempt major Mekong
routes. They never have a fixed schedule
and only leave if and when there are enough
passengers.

Lao addresses can be terribly confusing, firstly because property is usually
numbered twice — when numbered at all — to show which lot it stands in, and then to
signify where it is on that lot. To add to the confusion, some cities have several
conflicting address systems - Vientiane, for example, has three, although no one
seems to use any of them. To avoid confusion, numbers are often omitted from
addresses given in the Guide, and locations are described using landmarks instead.

Only five cities in Laos actually have street names — and that’s just the start of the
problem. Signs are few and far between and many roads have several entirely
different names, sometimes changing name from block to block. If you ask for
directions, locals most likely won’t know the name of a street with the exception of
the three or four largest avenues in Vientiane. Use street names to find a hotel on a
map in the Guide, but when asking directions or telling a tuk-tuk driver where to go
you’ll have better luck mentioning a landmark, monastery or prominent hotel.
Fortunately, Lao cities, even Vientiane, are relatively small, making it more of a
challenge to get lost than it is to figure out where you’re going.



Due to the casual nature of river travel in
Laos, the best way to deal with uncertain
departures is to simply show up early
in the morning and head down to the
landing and ask around. Be prepared for
contradictory  answers to  questions
regarding price, departure and arrival time,
and even destination. Given variations in
currents and water levels and the possibility
of breakdowns and lengthy stops to load
passengers and cargo, no one really knows
how long a trip will take. On occasion,
boats don’t make their final destination
during the daytime. If you're counting on
finding a guesthouse and a fruit shake at
the end of the journey, such unannounced
stopovers can take you out of your comfort
zone, as passengers are forced to sleep in
the nearest village or aboard the boat. It's
also a good idea to bring extra water and
food just in case.

The northern Mekong and Nam
Ou services (Houayxai-Pakbeng-Luang
Prabang, and Luang Prabang-Nong Khia—
Muang Ngoi-Muang Khoua-Hat Sa) are
somewhat better managed, with tickets
sold from a wooden booth or office near the
landing (buy tickets on the day of departure).
Fares are generally posted, but foreigners
pay significantly more than locals. Always
arrive early in the morning to get a seat.
Southern Mekong services  (Pakse—
Champasak-Don Khong) have now all but
stopped thanks to the improved state of
Route 13, and most trips south now
combine a bus journey along this road with a
quick ferry ride across the water.

Travelling by river in Laos can be
dangerous and reports of boats sinking
are not uncommon. The Mekong has some
particularly tricky stretches, with narrow
channels threading through rapids and
past churning whirlpools. The river can be
particularly rough late in the rainy season,
when the Mekong swells and uprooted
trees and other debris are swept into
the river.

Speedboats

On both the Mekong and its tributaries,
speedboats (heua wai) are a faster but
more expensive alternative to slow boats.
Connecting towns along the Nam Ou and

the Mekong from Vientiane to the Chinese
border, these five-metre-long terrors are
usually powered by a 1200cc Toyota car
engine and can accommodate up to eight
passengers.

Donning a crash helmet and being
catapulted up the Mekong River at 50km an
hour may not sound like most people’s idea
of relaxed holiday travel, but if you're up for
it, speedboats can shave hours or days off a
river journey and give you a thrilling spin at
the same time. It's by no means safe, of
course, although captains swear by their
navigational skills. The boats skim the
surface of churning whirlpools and slalom
through rapids sharp enough to turn the
wooden hull into toothpicks.

Speedboats have their own landings in
Vientiane, Thadua, Paklai, Luang Prabang,
Pakbeng and Houayxai, and depart when
full. Seating is incredibly cramped, so you
may want to consider paying for the price of
two seats. Crash helmets are handed out
before journeys — to spare your hearing from
the overpowering screech of the engine.
Although the roar of the engine is less
annoying on board than it is from the banks,
consider bringing along ear plugs. For
safety’s sake, insist on being given a life
jacket to wear before paying.

Tickets cost as much as two to three
times what you might pay to take a slow
boat: the journey from Luang Prabang to
Pakbeng, for example, is around $12.
Speedboats can also be chartered for
around $50 per hour — Luang Prabang to
Phongsali, for example, costs around $200,
Luang Prabang to Houayxai $100.

Cross-river ferries

Clunky metal car ferries and pirogues —
dug-out wooden skiffs propelled by poles,
paddles or tiny engines — are both useful
means of fording rivers in the absence of a
bridge. Both leave when they have a
sufficient number of passengers and usually
charge 3000-5000K, unless you're taking a
vehicle across, in which case you can
expect to pay 7000-10,000K. If you don’t
want to wait, pirogues are always open for
hire. In the outback, fishermen can usually
be persuaded to ferry you across to the
opposite bank for a small sum.
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The government-owned Lao Airlines
(@www.laocairlines.com), the country’s only
domestic carrier, once had a dubious safety
record. These days, however, standards are
up and the airline is on a par with other
regional carriers. Domestic routes have
diversified in recent years, with destinations
like Oudomxay and Luang Namtha now well
connected with Vientiane.

You'll need to remain flexible, though
reliability —increases on key routes:
Vientiane-Luang Prabang, Vientiane-Pakse
and Vientiane-Savannkhet. Given the
popularity of such routes in the peak
season it's even wise to book ahead. On
other routes, you may find it better to
reconfirm the departure of your flight by
stopping by the Lao Airlines office.

Sample one-way fares are Vientiane
to Luang Prabang $82; Vientiane to
Savannakhet $104; Vientiane to Oudomxay
$140; Vientiane to Luang Namtha $150.

Renting a private vehicle is expensive, but is
sometimes the only way you'll be able to get
to certain spots. Self-drive is an option, and
cars can be rented from a couple of agencies
in Vientiane only. However, it's usually easier
and cheaper to hire a car and driver. Tour
agencies will rent out air-conditioned vans
and 4WD pick-up trucks as well as provide
drivers. Prices are inflated by the rates paid
by UN organizations, and can be as high as
$80-100 per day, sometimes more if you're
hiring a car to head upcountry from Vientiane.
When settling on a price, it’s important to
clarify who is responsible for what: check
who pays for the driver's food and lodging,
fuel and repairs, and be sure to ask what
happens in case of a major breakdown or
accident.

Motorbikes

One of the best ways to explore the country-
side is to rent a motorbike. Unfortunately,
this is only an option in tourist-friendly places
like Vientiane, Vang Vieng, Luang Prabang,
Thakhek and Pakse, and even then you're
often limited to smaller bikes, usually 100cc
step-throughs such as the Honda Dream.

Rental prices for the day are generally $8-10,
depending on the age and condition of the
bike. More powerful 125cc dirt bikes suitable
for cross-country driving are available only in
Vientiane and cost $20 a day.

A licence is not needed, but you'll be
asked to leave your passport as a deposit
and may be required to return the bike by
dark. Insurance is not available, so it's a
good idea to make sure vyour travel
insurance covers you for any potential
accidents.

Before zooming off, be sure to check the
bike thoroughly for any scratches and
damaged parts and take it for a test run to
make sure the vehicle is running properly. As
far as equipment goes, a helmet offers
essential protection, although few rental
places will have one to offer you; bear in mind
it's illegal to ride without a helmet. Sunglasses
are essential in order to fend off the glare of
the tropical sun and keep dust and bugs out
of your eyes. Proper shoes, long trousers and
a long-sleeved shirt are all worthwhile
additions to your biking outfit and will provide
a thin layer of protection if you take a spill.

Bicycles

Bicycles are available in most major tourist
centres; guesthouses, souvenir shops and a
few tourist-oriented restaurants may keep a
small stable of Thai- or Chinese-made bikes
(though rarely mountain bikes) to rent out for
$1-2 per day.

Although less spontaneous and consider-
ably more expensive than independent
travel, organized tours are worth looking
into if you have limited time or prefer to have
someone smooth over the many logistical
difficulties of travelling in Laos. Although the
government encourages travellers to visit
Laos through an authorized tour company,
the tours aren’t bogged down in political
rhetoric and guides tend to be easy-going
and informative.

About a dozen tour companies have
sprung up in Vientiane, all offering similar
tours in roughly the same price range,
although it never hurts to shop around and
bargain. A typical multi-day package might



include a private cruise down the Mekong :
River on a slow boat operated by the tour :
company, with guided day-tours around
Luang Prabang and other towns. While :
some tours include accommodation, meals
and entry fees, others don't, so check what

you're getting before paying.

single- or

centres for adventure tours are Vientiane,

Vang Vieng, Luang Prabang, Luang Namtha
. .savannakhet-trekking.com.

and Muang Sing.

All Laos’s tour companies are authorized :

by the Lao National Tourism Administration, ®021/241861 or 241862 @ www.exotissimo.com.

which ensures that you won't be dealing Lao National Tourism Administration @ www

. .ecotourismlaos.com.
© Sodetour 16 Fa Ngum Rd, PO Box 70, Vientiane

adjusting the itinerary, but if you want more i ®021/216314, ®216313.

with a fly-by-night organization.
Guides are generally flexible about

freedom, an alternative is to set up your
own custom-made tour by gathering a
group of people and renting your own
vehicle plus driver.

Local tour operators

) ) © Diethelm Travel Laos Nam Phou Place,
Organized adventure tours are rapidly :

. PO Box 2657, Vientiane ®021/215920,
gaining popularity in Laos. These can be :
multi-day programmes and :
usually involve hill-tribe trekking or river
kayaking, or a combination of both. Rafting @ 021/251564, ® www.greendiscoverylaos
tours are also available and organized rock
climbing is just starting to take off. The main :

: Savannakhet Eco Guide Unit Latsaphanit Rd,

®217151. In Bangkok ® 02 255 9150,
@ www.diethelmtravel.com.
Green Discovery 54 Setthathilat Rd, Vientiane

.com. Branches in Luang Nahtha, Luang Prabang,
Thakhek, Pakse and Vang Vieng.

Savannakhet ®041/214203 @ www

Exotissimo 44 Pangkham Rd, Vientiane

Accommodation

The influx of foreign visitors has meant a rapid increase in hotels and improved
standards in tourist centres, although out in the boondocks change comes more
slowly and comfort can be harder to come by. Expect to find higher standards of
accommodation, as well as the greatest variety, in larger towns. Provincial towns,
with the exception of popular stopovers on backpacker routes, tend to lag far
behind, with small towns on well-travelled highways offering at best one or two

rather rustic guesthouses.

Outside Luang Prabang, Pakse, Vang Vieng :
and the capital, finding a place to stay is a :
far simpler process than in most Southeast :
Asian countries — often because there are
only one or two places in town and they're :

just a short walk from one another. Few
towns have touts or taxi drivers trying to
influence your decision.

Once you've found a spot, ask to see a

widely  within

En-suite showers and flush toilets are
increasingly available in budget accommo-
dation, though squat toilets are still common
at the very cheapest places.

Establishments that do not quote their

prices in dollars or baht keep a close eye on
. the volatile exchange rate and change their
prices frequently, keeping the room rate at
. roughly the same dollar value. Many estab-
number of rooms before reaching a decision, :
as standards and room types can vary
the same establishment. :

lishments will allow you to pay in Lao kip, US
dollars or Thai baht, regardless of which
currency their rates are quoted in; exchange

@
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rates are generally fairly close to the official
rate. Count on being able to use credit cards
only at higher-end establishments in cities.

Prices for the most basic double room start
at around 30,000-40,000K in the provinces
and 40,000-70,000K in Vientiane and Luang
Prabang. Dorm beds (only usually found in
the main tourist areas) can be had for as little
as 25,000K per night. At these prices rooms
can be pretty shabby, although there are a
few diamonds in the rough.

For 100,000-200,000K you can buy
yourself considerably more comfort, whether
it's the luxuries of a standard hotel or the
cosiness and hospitality of an upmarket
guesthouse with a garden, tucked away in a
quiet side street. If you're willing and able to
spend around $25, you can actually get
something quite luxurious, with wi-fi and a
flat-screen TV.

Moving further up the scale, a whole host
of expensive hotels has appeared on the
scene, and with many of them struggling to
fill rooms, managers can be amenable to
discounts, especially in low season. Before
settling on a price at mid-range and high-end
hotels, check whether service charge and tax
are included in the quoted price.

Most places are open to negotiation,
especially in the low season, so it's a good
idea to try and bargain; your case will be
helped if you are staying for several days.

Not all accommodation places have
phones, which is why some listings in this
Guide don’t have numbers alongside. Online
booking services include @www.laos-hotels
.com and @www.laos-hotel-link.com.

The distinction between a guesthouse and
a budget hotel is rather blurry in Laos.

Either can denote anything ranging from a
bamboo-and-thatch hut to a multistorey
concrete  monstrosity. There’s very little
that’s standard from place to place — even
rooms within one establishment can vary
widely — although in tourist centres the
cheapest bet is generally a fan room with
shared washing facilities. As you tack on
extra dollars, you'll gain the luxury of a
private bathroom with a hot-water shower
and an air conditioner. In small towns in
remote areas you'll find that the facilities are
often rustic at best — squat toilets and a
large jar of water with a plastic scoop with
which to shower, though this is rapidly
changing. The further off the beaten track
you go the greater the chances are that
you’ll be pumping your own water from a
well or bathing in a stream.

Mid-range hotels have been opening up in
medium-sized towns all over Laos over the
last few years, greatly improving the accom-
modation situation. Most of these hotels are
compact, of up to five storeys, and offer
spacious rooms with tiled floors and en-suite
bathrooms with Western-style toilets for
between 100,000-200,000K. The mattresses
are usually hard — but at least the sheets and
quilts are consistently clean. The bathroom
fittings in such hotels are usually brand new
but a few don’t have water heaters. Because
the standard of construction is poor and there
is no concept of maintaining buildings, such
hotels tend to age quickly.

Once you've crossed the $25 threshold, you
enter a whole new level of comfort. In the

Accommodation throughout the Guide has been categorized according to the
following price codes, reflecting the minimum you can expect to pay for a double

room:
40,000K and under 120,500-200,000K $61-100
40,500-80,000K $25-40 $101-200
80,500-120,000K $41-60 $201 and over

In cases where an establishment charges per bed the price is given in the text rather

than indicated by a price code.



former French towns on the Mekong this :
. longer-term stays.
pheric room in a restored colonial villa or
accommodation in a recently built establish- :

ment where rooms boast some of the - gpoyq you find yourself stuck in a small

trappings of a high-end hotel, such as cable  town for the night, a victim of the tired

television, fridge, air conditioning and a : machinery of Laos’s infrastructure or the

: yawning distances between villages, villagers
Colonial-era hotels often have a limited - are usually kind enough to find space for you
number of rooms, so book ahead if you : in the absence of a local guesthouse. Don’t

want to take advantage of them — well in :

level of expense translates into an atmos-

hot-water shower.

advance if you plan to visit during the peak
months (Dec & Jan). Many of these places

travelling independently.

Thanks to foreign investors, a raft of
top-end hotels have opened their doors in
Vientiane and Luang Prabang, charging
upwards of $80 a night. The best hotels in :
the capital, such as the Settha Palace :
Hotel and the Novotel Belvedere, have
including
business centres and gyms. At the
moment, there’s a glut of high-end hotel :
accommodation in the capital, so don't :

international-class  facilities,

hesitate to ask for discounts, especially for

Staying in villages

expect much in the way of luxuries: you'll

© most likely find yourself bathing at the local
well or in the river and going to the bathroom
are firmly ensconced on the tour-group :
circuit, so push for a discount if you're :
© also need to prepare yourself for some very

under the stars. Many small towns don’t
have so much as a noodle shop, so you'l

authentic cooking. Before leaving, you
should offer to remunerate your host with a
sum of cash equivalent to what you would
have paid in a budget guesthouse.

If there’s a local police station, you should
make yourself known to them, otherwise
ask for permission to stay from the
village headman; the government doesn’t
encourage foreigners to spend the night at a
villager’s house.

Food and drink

Fiery and fragrant, with a touch of sour, Lao food owes its distinctive taste to
fermented fish sauce, lemongrass, coriander leaves, chillies and lime juice. Eaten
with the hands along with the staple, sticky rice, much of Lao cuisine is roasted
over an open fire and served with fresh herbs and vegetables. Pork, chicken, duck
and water buffalo all end up in the kitchen, but freshwater fish is the main source
of protein in the Lao diet. Many in rural Laos, especially in the more remote
mountainous regions, prefer animals of a wilder sort — mouse deer, wild pigs, rats,
birds or whatever else can be caught. Though you may not encounter them on
menus, you’re likely to see them being sold by the side of the road when travelling
in these parts.

Closely related to Thai cuisine, Lao food is,

. Lao dishes are commonplace on the menus
in fact, more widely consumed than you :
might think: in addition to the more than
two million ethnic Lao in Laos, Lao cuisine :
is the daily sustenance for roughly a third of
the Thai population, while more than a few -

of Thai restaurants in the West. Although
Lao cuisine isn’t strongly influenced by that
of its other neighbours, Chinese and
Vietnamese immigrants have made their
mark on the culinary landscape by opening
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For a food and drink glossary,
see p.317.

restaurants and noodle stalls throughout
the country, while the French introduced
bread, paté and pastries.

Vientiane and Luang Prabang are the
country’s culinary centres, boasting excellent
Lao food and international cuisine. Towns
with a well-developed tourist infrastructure
will usually have a number of restaurants
serving a mix of Lao, Thai, Chinese and
Western dishes, usually of varying standards,
but once you're off the well-beaten tourist
trail it can be hard to find much variety
beyond fried rice and noodle soup.

Food is generally very inexpensive in Laos,
with the cheapest options those sold by
hawkers — usually fruit, small dishes like
papaya salad, and grilled skewered meat —
and the most expensive being the upmarket
tourist restaurants (usually French or
European) in Luang Prabang and Vientiane.
Though hygiene standards have improved
over recent years, basic food preparation
knowledge in many places still lacks behind
other countries in the region. However,
though a little caution is a good idea,
especially when you first arrive in the country
in order to allow your stomach time to adjust
to the change of cuisine, it's best just to
exercise common sense. Generally, noodle
stalls and restaurants that do a brisk
business are a safe bet, though you may find
that this denies you the opportunity to seek
out more interesting, less touristy food.

Markets, street s