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Central Laos

The area at the waist of the country has traditionally been skipped over by most travellers.
Butimproved roads and several sustainable tourism initiatives, which give you a full-flavoured
taste of the ‘real Laos’, mean central Laos is more open to exploration than ever.

You might not be the first person to trek into the medieval limestone karsts of the Phu
Hin Bun National Protected Area (NPA), but it will probably feel like you are and there won't
be a banana pancake or happy shake for miles.

Instead, you'll find a diverse mix of ecology, environment and ethnicity that is very differ-
ent to the north - and as much tough and memorable travel as you like. The Mekong River
towns of Tha Khaek and Savannakhet, with their Lowland Lao communities, slowly crumbling
French histories and lethargic lifestyles, will be your bases. This part of the country claims
the most forest cover and the highest concentrations of wildlife, including some species
that have disappeared elsewhere in Southeast Asia.

To find them, you could do ‘The Loop’ through Khammuan and Bolikhamsai Provinces
by motorbike, detouring via the incredible 7km-long cave Tham Kong Lo in the process. Or
trek into far-off Dong Phu Vieng NPA in Savannakhet Province to sleep with the spirits in a
Katang village. Branches of the Ho Chi Minh Trail await the most intrepid, or just go forth
and create your own trail...

HIGHLIGHTS

Trek amid the gothic limestone karsts,
subterranean caves and meandering rivers
of the Phu Hin Bun NPA (p242)

Do The Loop (boxed text, p252) and
experience upcountry Laos; good roads, e Tham
bad roads, stunning scenery, a big dam and s

unexpected challenges
) Tha Khaek %
Soak up the colonial atmosphere of the

historical districts of Tha Khaek (p244) and
Savannakhet (p254)
*

*
Stay in the remote villages of Dong Phu Savilzakics Dong Ph
Vieng NPA (p262) and experience life in the Nl=ne/NES
spirit forests
Go off the beaten track to Tham Kong Lo

(p242) for a boat trip through this astonish-
ing 7km-long limestone cave
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The Mekong River valley is always pretty
warm and from March to May Savannakhet
is positively steaming. It gets cooler as you
head east towards the Annamite Chain and
Lak Sao, and the villages along Rte 8B can be
close to freezing during winter nights. The
southwestern monsoon brings bucket-loads
of rain from June to October. Far-eastern
areas around the Nakai-Nam Theun National
Biodiversity Conservation Area (NBCA) also
receive rain from the South China Sea that
lasts longer, thus supplying enough water to
maintain the thicker vegetation.

National Protected Areas
Central Laos is the most protected part of the
country with eight National Protected Areas
(NPAs) accounting for vast swathes of the
region. Access to Nakai-Nam Theun NBCA,
and Hin Namno and Se Ban Nuan NPAs, is
limited to those with decent Lao language
skills and plenty of time and money, but oth-
ers are easy to get to.

In Khammuan the labyrinth of limestone
karsts, caves and rivers in Phu Hin Bun NPA
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(p242) is accessible either on your own or
on a community-based or commercial trek.
Similar treks lead to the sacred forests and
animist villages of Dong Phu Vieng (p262)
in Savannakhet Province.

Treks into the Nam Kading NPA in
Bolikhamsai Province can be arranged at the
Nam Kading Research and Training Centre
(see p240).

Getting There & Around

Gone are the days when travelling anywhere
south of Vientiane involved inordinately
large amounts of time and incredible forti-
tude. These days Rte 13 is sealed and, some-
what surprisingly after nearly two decades,
still pretty smooth; congratulations to the
road maintenance teams. Other roads have
graduated from ‘bone-jarring nightmare’
status to ‘smooth as silk’, including Rte 9
from Savannakhet to the Vietnamese bor-
der at Lao Bao, Rte 8 between Rte 13 and
the Vietnamese border at Nam Phao, Rte
12 between Tha Khaek and the Vietnamese
border, and most recently, the road to Tham
Kong Lo.
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