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1. BRIEF OVERVIEW OF LAOS

Most seem to start the history of Laos in 1353 when
Fa Ngum beat his grandfather in a battle and took
over his job as king of Luang Prabang. He then soon
started attacking and
ki ngdomso or princiopal:
Although initially a vassal state under the mighty
Khmer empire, the growing power of the kingdom of
Lane Xang (one million elephants) meant Fa Ngum
could declare independence and establish his own
large network of tributary states.

Since there were city states to conquer, Lane Xang
was obviously not the first Laotian kingdom, but as
the Khmer power waned, it became the biggest Laotian kingdom ever. For Laotians, Fa Ngum
represents the startoft he countryds gol den era

The happy days briefly ended when the Viethamese emperor attacked and sacked Luang Prabang
in the late 1400s. Lane Xang recovered from this setback. Even though it came under increasing
pressure (and occasional attacks) from the expansionist kingdoms in Burma and Siam, the Laotian
kings managed to keep control of a large land mass.

However, when king Souligna Vongsa died in 1694, a succession dispute ensued. Unable to settle
this dispute, the kingdom split in three in 1700. It was downhill from there. Areas controlled by these
kingdoms were gradually snapped up by the Siamese until, by 1885, there was no independent
Laotian kingdom left.

Then the French showed up on the scene and forced the Siamese to hand over control of the land
area east of the Mekong River. For the French, Vietnam was the jewel in their Indochinese crown,
so Laos primarily served as a buffer zone and secondarily as a source of agricultural products.

After the Second World War, France wanted to retake its colony, but lacked conviction. Laos was
granted independence in 1953, but a civil war ensued involving a large variety of factions fighting
each other. In 1975, after the fall of Saigon, the Communist Pathet Lao took control of Vientiane and
ended a six-century-old monarchy. Pathet Lao decided it needed help from nobody (except the fellow
communists in Vietnam) and isolated the country from the outside world. No tourist visas were
available until 1988.
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So, life in Laos entered into a time warp. Life
continued in much the same way it had for
centuries while development and economic growth
took off in Thailand and (later) Vietham. Many
visitors note that things in Laos now are like they
were in Thailand 20 years ago.

Taking t he cue from thdy a
Laotian government declared 1998 "Visit Laos
Year". However, it is only in the recent 8-10 years
that Laos has managed to
itineraries. Now, tourist numbers rise every year as

Sout heast Asi ads s bskeased kept secreto
among more and more people.

Population: 6 million

Capital City: Vientiane

People: 49 ethnic groups
Language: Lao

Currency: Lao Kip (LAK)

Time Zone: GMT +7 Hours
International Dialing Code: +856

2. ACCOMODATION

Hotel Classifications

Accommodation is available in all categories and
for all budgets. Any difference between
"guesthouse”, "hotel" and "resort" often exists in
name only, but legally speaking, a guesthouse
cannot have more than 16 rooms. When selecting
accommodation, we recommend you make a
choice based on a combination of duration of stay,
budget and choice of comfort level.

0 Luxury: Mainly 5-star Hotels and Resorts in
Laos meeting International standards

o0 Deluxe: High quality 4-star Hotels providing
comfortable facilities and services

o Mid-range: Mainly 3-star Hotels with good facilities and services

0 Budget: 2-star Hotels and Guesthouses but with acceptable facilities and services
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3. TRANSPORTATION

There are only three international airports in Laos
T Vientiane, Luang Prabang, and Pakse.
Fortunately, these three airports cover the regions
attracting the most foreign visitors. Taking
domestic flights to more remote destinations shall
be given a second thought. Flights are frequently
cancelled without warning if the weather is bad or
if not enough tickets have been sold.

Since there is only one train service in Laos T a
twice daily shuttle train from the Friendship Bridge
(at Nong Khai) to a train station at the outskirts of
Vientiane - bus travel is the most common form of
long distance overland travel. Songthaews (pick-up trucks with two benches in back) also ply routes
between major cities. The local bus services are cheap but also very basic i air conditioning and
proper seats are rarities. In remote areas, a Abus

serviceo can t ur n wooden v
benches in the back of a truck and the truck
departs whenever all ise

If you require comfort and some minimum
measure of punctuality, then you better opt for the
private operators providing transport by air
conditioned minibuses.

Travelling within cities is fastest done using
motorcycle taxis, cyclos. tuk-tuks, or sky labs
(motorized three or four wheelers). Always agree
on the price before the journey starts. Note that

some drivers will consider 1 US$ as being equivalent to 10,000 kip, whereas the official exchange
rate is around 8,000.

Many tourists rent a motorcycle or bicycle to get
around at their own leisure, but renting a car is not
recommended.

Laos is a landlocked country, but there are boat
services on the rivers. Especially for excursions
outside Luang Prabang and Vang Vieng, boat trips
(either regular routes / ferries or taxi / rented boats)
can be a good alternative. When travelling around
the Si Phan Don area in Champasak, going by
boat is a necessity.




4. COST & MONEY
Costs

As anywhere else, the cost of travel depends on
style of travel and level of comfort required. One
can scrimp by on USD 15 per day, but a budget
of USD 40 per day is much more realistic.

Outside of tourist centers, tiny rooms can be
rented for USD 3 per night while a bowl of noodle
soup is around USD 1. A basic room with shared
bathroom can be as little as USD 6 in Vang Vieng,
but will cost twice as much
in Vientiane and Luang Prabang. Mid-range
accommodation costs USD 30-60 per night, but
five star accommodations are also available for
those who demand luxury.

Restaurant meals cost under USD 5 for even the most elaborate Lao, Thai or Viethamese dishes,
but Western food is more expensive.

Foreigners are often overcharged, especially when being too interested in local souvenirs and
occasionally also in restaurants. Taxi prices are in most cases increased several times the local
price. However, doné6t assume tjustavbtchos.er yone i s tryi:r

Tipping

Tipping is not a tradition, but it is very welcome and appreciated. A staff in a hotel earns very little,
so a small tip of just USD 1 is significant for the staff.

Some hotels and restaurants may charge a service charge, but this goes straight to the owners and
not to the staff. If you stay a couple of days in the same hotel, it is a good idea to tip well in the start.
That way you will ensure extra attention will be given to your room as a token of appreciation.

You should also consider tipping drivers if you think they have done a good job and consider making
a small donation to a vat (temple) especially if a monk has shown you the place.

Bargaining

If you like to shop in local markets, shops, and stalls, then always bargain with a smile, as keeping

up appearances and maintaining face are important parts of the negotiation. In some cases you will

be able to get a 50% discount or more, at other times this may only be 10%. The trick is to offer a

price and if that price is not accepted, then you leave. If the vendor calls you back you know the

price is too low but within an acceptable range. Once the money is accepted, the deal is done. There

is no money-back guarantee.Inmany cases the bargain is the most f
get stressed if others got it for less. Learn from experience and be happy paying the price that was

right for you.


http://wikitravel.org/en/Vang_Vieng
http://wikitravel.org/en/Vientiane
http://wikitravel.org/en/Luang_Prabang

Bank Notes

The Lao currency is the kip, which is non-
convertible and the approximate exchange rate is
USD 1= 8,000 kip. The largest note is 100,000 kip,
but it is very uncommon. The notes in common
circulation are 500, 1000, 2000, 5000, 10,000,
20,000 and 50,000 Kip.

Although gradually less common, US$ notes are
sometimes be accepted, but usually at a discount
to the official rate. Thai baht is also accepted in
many areas near the border, most notably in
Vientiane. Beware though, that in remote places
only kip is accepted and no ATMs will be available,

so plan ahead.

There are many ATMs at major tourist destinations, but surcharges apply. Note that the use of ATMs
relies of network connections, computer systems, and electricity supply all being up to scratch. This
is not always the case, so travelers cannot rely on only credit cards. Always bring cash as well.

Credit Cards

Most credit cards are accepted in some shops and hotels in the main tourist destinations, but credit
cards are not widely accepted. Moreover, a commission charge on every transaction will most often
apply, so ask about this before using your credit card as this charge can be quite hefty.

5. VISA

Tourists need a visa issued by a Lao embassy
or consulate in order to enter the country. The
fee varies by nationality of applicant and
location of embassy or consulate; USD 20 is the
most common price, but a visa can cost as
much as USD 63.

A visa on arrival is, however, available at the
airports in Vientiane, Luang Prabang and
Pakse. Visa on arrival can also be obtained at
the Thai-Lao Friendship Bridge (Nong Khai in
Thailand), at the Lao/Vietham-Border, and at
Stung Treng (Cambodia). Price depends on
applicantés nationality and ranges from USD 30
to USD 42.

It's often cheaper and always faster to get a visa at the border. But rules and the implementation of
rules may change without notice, so it is advisable to research in advance. Internet can be a good
source and the link below provides official information:

http://www.tourismlaos.org/show.php?Cont 1D=35

Visas can usually be extended at extra cost.


http://www.tourismlaos.org/show.php?Cont_ID=35

6. ETIQUETTE

The People

Laotians are some of the friendliest and
gentlest people in Southeast Asia I they will
undoubtedly be one of the highlights of any visit.
The basic rules of interaction are: Dress
conservatively when visiting temples, respect
monks, and take your shoes off before entering
temple buildings and private houses.

JREFIANEE s o N S (Banors @t e un dili U o osvie
and rarely as scheduled, so expect the
unexpected.

Helpful Hints
Keep enough money in your pocket but dondét show t he
your money on your body. Remember never to count your moneywh en youdre standing e

it in your wallet and check it in a safe place later.

7. SIGHT SEEING GUIDELINE

Laos is the least populated country in Southeast
Asia. As a large proportion of the population is
concentrated in Vientiane and Luang Prabang,
the Laotian countryside is very sparsely
populated. Laos was isolated from the rest of the
world for over a decade and the country retains
a rather old-fashioned charm.

Luang Prabang

Luang Prabang is on the bank of the Mekong River. The town was the capital of the Lane Xang
kingdom. Even after the capital was moved to Vientianei n 1565, the city remaini
most important religious center.

Luang Prabang is a UNESCO World Heritage site due to its numerous buildings, primarily temples,
of cultural, historical, and architectural importance. It is the destination in Laos with the most visitors.
So, be prepared for crowds when visiting the main attractions.



Visitors to Luang Prabang are charmed by the
t o w friéngly atmosphere. The town is famous
for its unique textiles and beautiful mulberry
paper.

Tad Kwang Si Waterfall, Tham Ting Caves, Ban
Xang Hai Village and Tad Sae Waterfall are all
located relatively close to the town. A bit further
away, but still within easy reach, is Ngoi Kao, a
quiet village located on the banks of the Nam Ou
River surrounded by mountains and limestone
cliffs.

Vat Phou

The Vat Phou Temple complex is well-
preserved and part of a larger plan. The
compl exds de einagkable whatsit
became the second UNESCO World Heritage
site in Laos.

The complex was designed to symbolize the
Hindu vision of the relationship between
nature and humanity, using an axis from
mountain top to river bank to lay out a
geometric pattern of temples, shrines and
waterworks extending over 10 km. Two cities
on the banks of the Mekong River were also
part of the plan.

The mountain was chosen as its shape was seen to symbolize Shiva. A permanent spring near the
top of mountain was probably further inspiration for the establishment of a Shivaist sanctuary there
in the 5" century. The construction of the religious complex of Vat Phu gained speed under the
Khmer empire of Angkor, but withered away after the 15™ century as the Angkor power evaporated.

Si Phan Don and The Khone Falls

Si Phan Don (Four Thousand Islands) is a
group of islands in the Mekong River located
very near the border between Laos and
Cambodia. Life on the islands goes on at an
extremely slow pace, which in itself is an
attraction, and only day-trippers use motorized
transportation.

However, the Khone Fallsi s t he areads
attraction. They are the largest waterfalls
in Southeast Asia and they are the reason that
the Mekong is not fully navigable from Vietnam



http://www.tourismlaos.org/show_province.php?Cont_ID=126
http://www.tourismlaos.org/show_province.php?Cont_ID=126
http://www.tourismlaos.org/show_province.php?Cont_ID=387
http://www.tourismlaos.org/show_province.php?Cont_ID=387

up to China. The highest fall reaches 21 meters in height and the rapids stretch over almost 10 km.
In the area, one can also be lucky to spot the rare Irrawaddy (freshwater) dolphin.
Vientiane

Located on the banks of the Mekong River, Vientiane has a recorded history that stretches back
around 1.000 years. Vientiane became the capital of Laos in1565.

Vientiane is where you will find to the most
significant national monument in Laos: That
Luang (Great Stupa), which is the symbol of
Lao sovereignty as well as an icon of Buddhism
in Laos.

A visit to Vat Sisaket is also a must. Built in
1818, it is one of the oldest surviving temples
in Vientiane. Vat Si Meuang is the home of the
Lak Meuang (pillar-stone of Vientiane) and the
C i tgyabdgn spirit.
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Vientiane was also the capital during the

French colonial rule, and they left behind several architectural gems. If you are new to communist
art and historical perspective, spend a half day in the Lao National Museum, which displays
interesting revolutionary exhibitions.

Take the opportunity to dine on the river bank and enjoy the view of the sun setting across the river.

Plain of Jars

A mountain-ringed plain is home to Phonsavanh,
capital of Xieng Khuang Province northeast of
Vientiane. Scattered across the plain are
hundreds of stone and clay jars weighing as
much as six tons and being up to three meters in
height.

Nobody knows who made the jars or why.
Legend claims the jars were constructed to distill
an alcoholic brew to celebrate a victorious
military campaign in the sixth century. However,
scientists lean to the theory that the jars are
funerary urns from around 2,000 years ago. The
Plain of Jars is accessible by air from Vientiane
and Luang Prabang. Overland travel is possible from northern and central Laos and from north-
central Vietnam.



http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/China
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rapids

