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hammouane Province is located
in central Laos, bordering the
provinces of Bolikhamxay in
the north, Savannakhet in the south,
as well the neighboring countries of
Vietnam to the east and Thailand to
the west.
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The mighty Mekong River separates
the relatively small province from
Thailand, while to the northeast the
Annamite mountain range forms a
natural frontier with Vietnam. Karst
mountains are the hallmark of Khammouane’s topography with a narrow
band of flat land along the Mekong.
The province covers about 16,000
km² and has a population of approximately 330,000 inhabitants, mostly
engaged in agriculture.
The Nakai Nam Theun National
Protected Area is an important watershed, spawning countless small rivers
and streams which finally join the
Mekong River. It is also outstanding
for its diverse and rare wildlife.
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A message from
the Provincial Tourism Office
On behalf of the Khammouane Tourism Office, we are proud
to welcome you to our amazing and peerless province.
Khammouane has the most stunning and varied landscape
in the entire Lao PDR: karst mountains; dense forests;
magical caves and more.
Thakhek, the provincial capital, is a delightful mix of
colonial and Lao architecture. The ‘one foot in the past’
ambience and its leafy avenues are a welcome change
from the ‘development’ affecting other towns and cities in
the region.
There are temples and festivals galore. Choose your month
to visit and Khammouane will have a celebration for you.

Tourism

Despite its outstanding beauty,
Khammouane has been undeservedly neglected as a tourist destination.
But this is changing as the province
catches up rapidly thanks to better
infrastructure and a road network
which is opening up huge potential
for the tourism industry.

For nature enthusiasts, Khammouane is a paradise. Excellent eco-tourism opportunities such as forest treks, wildlife
tracking, cave exploration, bird watching and river rafting
are available year-round in the National Protected Areas.
Come, discover the splendors of Khammouane!
We guarantee you will leave your heart behind.

The key to this development is the
focus on nature: for example, the
Nakai-Nam Theun Reservoir, the Hin
Nam No and Phou Hin Poun National
Protected Areas, and the many caves
newly opened for tourism such as
Konglor and Xebangfai caves). New
marketing strategies have put the
province on the visitors’ circuit and
is attracting the attention of national
and international tourism operators.
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Location: Central Laos
Size: 16,315 km²
Borders: Bolikhamxay to the north; Savannakhet to the south; Thailand to the west; Vietnam to the east.
Terrain: Predominantly mountainous (karst landscape), and Mekong
lowlands
Vegetation: Complex system of mixed deciduous and broadleaf
evergreen forests; strands of pines; sparsely vegetated karst outcrops
Conservation: Three National Protected Areas (NPA): “Nakai Nam
Theun”, “Phou Hin Poun”, “Hin Nam No”
Major Rivers: Nam Theun, Xe Bangfai, Nam Hinboun
Population: 390,000 people
Ethnicities: Lowland Lao, ethnic Makong (Bru), Kali, Kateun,
Phouthai, White Hmong and others; many Vietnamese
Capital: Thakhek (pop. 50,000)
Economy: Predominantly rural, rice farming, wood industries, Tin
Nakai-Nam Theun Power Company (NTPC 2) largest income generator, exporting electricity to Thailand; tourism emerging
Main Roads: Rd. No 13 Highway (north-south axis, connection to
Vientiane, Savannakhet and Pakse); Rds. No. 8 and 12 to Vietnam
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Where to stay?

Getting there

T

hakhek offers a good number of hotels and guesthouses in
various price ranges, though most are concentrated near the
historic town center and along the Mekong.

In the countryside and along the “Loop” inexpensive guesthouses
can be found in larger villages or close to major tourist attractions
like Konglor Cave (for example Ban Nahin, Ban Konglor). Upscale
establishments like the Spring River Resort and Sala Hinboun,
cater to tourists wanting a bit more comfort.
Ban Nongping near the entrance to the Xebangfai Cave, Ban
Natane at the back of Konglor Cave; Natane Valley. and a couple
villages at starting points for popular trekking tours have homestay
facilities.
Accommodation in more remote areas is slowly improving.

Where to eat ?
Dotted along the banks of the Mekong are numerous stalls and restaurants
selling a sumptuous variety of BBQ and fresh river food. There are many more
restaurants in other parts of the town offering Lao, Vietnamese and western
fare.
The central square and the strand is a great place to dine and mingle with the
Lao people.
Sabaidee is a popular place for travelers, while the Veranda at the
Inthira hotel is especially good for breakfast.

Thakhek, the capital of Khammouane Province, can be reached
only by road. Airlinks or nameable boat services are not available. The nearest airport is in Savannahket

1

From: Vientiane (Highway No. 13 South) 340 km, 5-6 hours.
Savannakhet (Highway No. 13 North) 130 km, 2-3 hours
Pakse (Highway No. 13 North) 240 km, 4-5 hours

2

From the South (Savannakhet): “Highway No. 13 North”
130 km / 2 hrs or from Pakse, 240 km / 4 hrs.

International
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Thailand: Nakhon Phanom - Friendship Bridge

4a

Vietnam: Nam Phao of Bolikhamxai (international border crossing), and Laksao via Road No. 8

4b

From Na Pao - Chalor (international border crossing) via Road
No. 12 or (Suggestion:
4a
Take a shortcut through
picturesque Road No. 1E, 1
connecting Roads No 8
and 12 from Laksao.
BOLIKHAMXAI
PROVINCE
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Pii Mai Lao
(Lao New Year)

This is one of the most important dates in the Lao calendar. A
celebration of endless fun, this
holiday has become synonymous with the Lao identity, the
reinforcement of family bonds
and an opportunity to reflect on
the year ahead.

APR
FEB

That Sikhottabong
Festival

Held annually, this festival is celebrated in the full moon of the
third month of the Lao lunar calendar. Celebrations include religious activities, a trade fair a

Boun Kong Khao or
Boun Khai Patou Lau

OCT

Boun Ork Pansa

Held in October during the full
moon, this marks the end of the
rainy season. Monks who were
ordained for the three-month
lent period leave the temple
and return to their families. On
the evening of Boun Ork Pansa,
small banana-leaf boats called
Heua Fai, are floated on rivers,
carrying offerings of incense and
small amounts of money to bring
luck and prosperity.

(Opening the Rice Store)
This celebration usually happens
in November, after harvest although some villages store newly harvested rice until February
and then celebrate. At this festival, households host large dinners with music and dancing.

NOV

Festivals & Events
Boun Bang Fai
(Rocket Festival)

Lao National Day

The festival is a prayer for rain
and a celebration of fertility.
Different communities compete
for the best decorated and the
highest-shooting rocket. Men
disguised as women perform
risqué vaudeville acts to anger
the gods who will then retaliate
with thunderstorms and rain.

MAY
FEB

Boun Phavet

A three-day ceremony where
people try to peek into their
futures from pieces of paper.
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This celebrates the 1975 victory
over the royalist forces. Parades
and speeches are held and the Lao
flag is flown alongside the communist hammer and sickle.

SEP

DEC

Boat Racing Festival

Held along the Sebangfai River,
this festival is an occasion for
people to gain merit by making
offerings in memory of dead ancestors. A trade fair of agricultural products and local handicrafts is organized along with
performances of traditional Lao
music and dance.
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Incense

Local Products
Weaving

Pre-dominantly cotton or silk skirts – is an important side activity for
many women to boost the family income. The skirts are either on sale
at local markets or directly from the producer. The fabrics are often
treated with natural dyes collected from plants around the village. The
decorative patterns are distinct for each ethnic group, with themes
based on nature or cultural icons.
Note: Purchasing hand-made textiles using natural dyes promotes
the preservation of indigenous knowledge and skills, as well as the
collection and extraction methods of natural dyes and their use in the
weaving process.
In Ban Phonthan and Ban Pakha along the Loop on Road No. 8,
many women weave on their looms outside their houses. Visitors are
encouraged to witness their skillful work!
A weaving center is located along the road side.

Basketry

Basket weaving is a widespread practice by women and children in
many villages. The main product is the ubiquitous tip khao in which
sticky rice is served during meals. The men,
weave fish traps and other agricultural
and household tools from bamboo or
rattan.
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The bark of the Bong tree (Yang
bong; Nothaphoebe umbelliflora, Laurel family) contains
aromatic oils and gum is the
main source for the production of the gloss or incense
sticks used in temples and
mosquito coils. Cut from
the tree trunks and dried
under the sun, the bark
pieces are pulverized and
mixed with saw dust. The
gum then serves as an adhesive
around a thin bamboo stick. The
paste can also be molded into figurines
and household items.
The evergreen, medium-sized tree once grew abundantly in the
remote rainforests on both sides of the Laos-Vietnam border. It is now
listed as an endangered species in Laos due to harvesting for its bark
and the unsustainable traditional slash & burn practice. The wood is
also used for house construction. The tree, once almost disappearing,
is now cultivated in some areas. The Pako, a small animist Mon-Khmer
tribe of about 22,000 people, living in the mountain areas of the
region are heavily engaged in producing the raw product.

Dak Dae Shop
A ‘Social Enterprise’

Located right in the heart of Thakhek’s central square, the Dak Dae
shop, is a private all-female initiative. It promotes environmentally friendly and health-focused natural products produced in Khammouane and other provinces of Laos. In its showroom, visitors can
view a variety of natural handmade products such as body care items,
teas, special household articles and much more.
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Around Thakhek Town
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Thanks to its strategic location in the middle of the narrow Mekong
lowlands and its position on the Mekong River, Thakhek has been an
important trading post, resting hub for travelers (Thakhek means “Guest
Landing”) and an administrative center for centuries.
Its history can be traced back 1500 years to the then Sikhottabong
Kingdom. In the 14th century the town was integrated by Fa Ngum
into the large Lane Xang kingdom as an influential principality. During
the early 20th century the French established their provincial administration here. Interestingly, Vietnamese people constituted 85% of the
population at that time.
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Around Thakhek Town

Downtown Thakhek
The old town is laid out in a grid pattern around a central square
close to the Mekong River. Take a stroll down Chao Anou Road and
you will think that time has stood still. Explore the main roads and
some of the side streets to soak in the ambience of an age gone by.
Admire the old French villas and other colonial-era buildings, each
with its own story to tell. Many of the old Vietnamese shop houses, in
disrepair for so many years, are now getting a long overdue facelift
and being converted into guesthouses, small eateries or upgraded
family residences. Promenade along the strand and watch the sun set
as it changes colours from gold to red. Then after sundown, sip a cold
beer and sample the BBQ at the little stalls that dot the banks of the
Mekong. Round off the evening with a visit to the night market, where
if you’re lucky, you could strike a real bargain.

Sikhotthabong Stupa

The Giant Wall (Khampaeng Nyak)

About 5 km south of Thakhek, situated directly on the Mekong, is the
famous Sikhotthabong Stupa (also known as That Sikhotthabong or That
Muang Khao). The 29-meter high golden-top stupa is second only to Vientiane’s That Luang in spiritual importance. It is believed to house relics of
Lord Buddha.

North of Thakhek, parallel to Road No. 13, in what appears to be at
first sight an ordinary 2-meter high sandstone barricade, is on closer
inspection revealed to be a massive man-made Kampaeng Nyak (Giant
Wall) made from numerous chiseled stones. This mysterious wall, in the
middle of nowhere, is actually part of a 75-meter long and 16-meter
high wall obviously constructed from giant blocks.

The early construction history of Sikhotthabong is uncertain but it is
believed to have been erected around the 6th century, during the Sikhotthabong reign. It was later rebuilt by the Khmer in Hindu style, before King
Pothisarat and King Setthathirat remodeled it in the 16th century in the
Lane Xang style. Its present unostentatious design by was undertaken in
the early 19th century during the rule of King Anouvong.
Each year in February, the stupa is the center of the popular That
Sikhotthabong Festival, which attracts huge crowds from the region and
even neighboring Thailand.

Experts date the age of the wall at being around 1,200 years old but are
unable to state where and how these huge and extremely heavy stones
were brought to the site and by whom and for what?
Others believe mythical giants built their homes here which later
collapsed. Historians however, offer a more prosaic explanation – that
the construction was done by craftsmen and laborers enslaved by the
Sikhotthabong Empire. Yet others believe that it is just a natural sandstone formation incorporated into an ancient defense system.
At one end of the wall, deep in the forest, is a 10-meter high fortification. The French converted this place into a small shrine with a statue
of the Virgin Mary. Now a picnic spot,
Thakhek’s few Catholics still use it for
prayers and weddings.
The wall can be reached by
tuktuk.
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Nature and Khammouane’s (NPA)
Except for the narrow plains along
the Mekong River in the west, Khammouane’s landscape is characterized by
mountainous, rugged limestone karsts
and deeply forested terrain offering complex habitat structures at elevations of
500-2200 meters above sea level. The
evergreen and mixed deciduous forests,
interspersed by sandstone plateaus, are
vast. The impression of being widely
untouched is oftentimes deceptive and
severe degradation is taking its toll in
many areas.
However, on the steep and thus more
inaccessible limestone cliffs, smaller forest patches dominate the scenery. The
vegetation here is extremely adapted to
the more or less waterless ground, and
hence stunted
The Nakai Nam Theun National Protected
Area, one of the largest and most pristine in Laos, and the adjacent Hin Nam
No NPA span 3,710 km² and 865 km²
respectively. Both, are globally important for their extreme biodiversity value
and are part of the famous Annamite
Mountain Range which covers parts of
western Vietnam as well. Together with
another outstanding mountain range,
Phou Hin Poun (1580 km², also called
Khammouane Limestone) they represent
almost 39% of the province’s land area.
A nature lover’s dream!

Typical of karst formations, many caves
await discovery and exploration. Turbulent rivers like the Nam Xebangfei flow
through the huge cave at the foot of Hin
Nam No NPA. The cave is world-class in size
and beauty. Countless smaller streams and
lakes, in pristine environs, are a temptation
for kayaking and canoeing adventures.
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Wildlife
As expected for such extensive geologically distinct and biologically
diverse landscapes, endemism and abundance of wildlife is high. The
Nakai-Nam Theun NPA is considered to be one of the most important
biological areas in the world. All three are important bird areas (IBA)
with more than 400 species recorded in Nakai-Nam Theun alone.
However, some species are hard to spot as illegal, mainly trade-driven
hunting pressure, has taken its toll, also resulting in extremely elusive
animal behavior. The bombardments of the second IndoChina (Vietnam) War also diminished numbers heavily. Sadly, many animals are
hunted not for food, but for body parts needed in traditional “medicine”, or as pets and handicraft accessories in neighboring countries.
Encroachment by human settlements, road construction and other
activities are rife. Hence, tourism is restricted
in some areas in order to prevent disturbances to the most vulnerable species.
Three of the world’s recently discovered or
rediscovered species were found in Khammouane. The most famous is the saola, an
antelope-like mammal, the size of a goat.
Seen by scientists in 1994 for the first
time, it was described as a new species.
Only few villagers knew about it. Extremely
elusive, only some images captured on
camera since then are available. The animal itself, with its distinct color of the head,
remains a mystery.

Another is the giant muntjak, “discovered”
for the first time around the same year. The
third is the IndoChinese Warty Pig. In 2004,
a fresh meat market along the highway
revealed another ‘new’ mammal, the striped
rabbit-like rodent kha nyou.
The Nam Theun catchment and adjacent
Hin Namno NPA together support the
world’s largest remaining population of the kha nyou
red-shanked douc langur. This beautiful
macaque is extensively hunted for its meat
and its numbers are seriously declining. Hin
Namno is of highest significance for the
survival of this species. Also the once very
common pangolin, probably the most hunted
mammal in the world for meat and its scales,
is now on the endangered species list.
Among the rediscovered birds of interest
Duc Langur
to many ornithologists around the world,
are the bald-headed bulbul, a fairly common resident in the area around Ban Nahin
(on the Bolikhamxay border), and the sooty
babbler unique to the Phou Hin Poun limestone karsts.
Remarkable as cave dwellers, are the many
species of spiders, such as the giant huntsman (30 cm in diameter!) and other invertebrates that have adapted to the complete Giant Huntsman spider
darkness of their habitat.
But these are only a few. Birds are plentiful
as are the insects, most visibly the butterflies silently floating in the hot air everywhere.

Rufous-necked Hornbill
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Caves
Khammouane’s karst
mountains are strewn
with caves, most of them
inaccessible and remote.
The landscape is shaped by distinctive
porous limestone cliffs through which
moving water has, over thousands of
years, naturally carved out a network of
holes and internal corridors which over
time have become bizarre caverns. Most
tham (which means cave in Lao) have
never been seen by man. They are in
most cases inaccessible, impenetrable
and dangerous, many waiting for their
discovery, exploration and scientific
description as hidden gems. Others are
huge and at certain favorable times in
the year navigable by boat. Outstanding
examples for their size and beauty are
the Xebangfei and Konglor Caves.
Visiting and exploring caves is a truly
exciting endeavor for everyone. Some of
them, can be entered from places close
to Thakhek.

The Cave Alley
For the casual visitor, the so-called Cave Alley (Rd. No 12), on the
outskirts of Thakhek, at the junction with Highway No. 13, is strongly
recommended. It is easily accessible by motorbike or tuktuk. A string
of caves along the Alley, relatively safe and easy to access, are good
examples of these subterranean splendors.
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Dos and don’ts when entering caves

LOCAL
GUIDE

• Village guides are
essential for entering
caves.
LOCAL
GUIDE

• When walking in
caves, stay strictly on
designated trails to
avoid crushing cave
crystals under your
feet.

• Village guides carry
flashlights for you.
However, just in case
batteries run out, it is
recommended to bring
your own as back-up.

• Wear life jackets
and cave helmets
provided by village
boatmen/guides.

• Do not break, or
even touch stalactites and stalagmites.

• Do not write,
paint or add any
graffiti to cave walls.

• Strictly, do not
take of any kind
of souvenirs from
caves.

•
• Villagers request
no shining of flashlights into the water
as this attracts large
fish.

Note: Caves are usually pitch
dark inside. A strong flashlight
(with full batteries and some
spares for longer visits) is therefore essential to experience and
enjoy the cave’s unlimited beauty.
Lights provided by caretakers or
guides are often heavily used and
possibly faulty.
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Tham Xang (Elephant Cave)
The entrance to the cave lies a bit higher, opposite the village of Ban
Tham and is guarded by two elephant statues. This cave used to be
feared by the local people due to a limestone formation inside that
resembled an ‘evil monster’s head’. It was
taboo to drink from the water that flows
from the cave. In 1956, when villagers
were plagued by widespread health issues, they decided to destroy the ‘evil
monster’ and dynamited it. Strangely,
an elephant head formed thereafter at a
different place in the cave inside a small
passage behind the large golden Buddha.
Since then the elephant head is revered
and the cave has become an important
Buddhist shrine. Pilgrims visit the cave
every year, especially during Lao New
Year in April. It is taboo to touch the elephant head, hunt for bats, or consume
alcohol there.
The cave was used to hide Buddhist literature and served as refuge for
the villagers during the war. It is said that during the WW II, Japanese
soldiers produced gunpowder from the droppings of bats roosting in
the cave.
A platform, 300 meters from the cave offers views over the distant
Mekong lowland (follow the signboard near the entrance. The ascent
can be a bit exhausting).
Near the beginning of Cave Alley (Rd. No. 12), about 9 km from
Thakhek. Turn to the right where the road splits, about 1 km behind a
bridge. Follow the paved road for about 2.5 km. The entrance of the
cave can be seen from a distance. Flashlight needed!
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Tham Nang Aen
Tham Nang Aen is quite a large cave
along Cave Alley. With its garish neon
illumination in the otherwise dark cave,
it seems more like an amusement park.
The lights give the stalactites and
stalagmites a surreal appearance. Its
Lao name - “Flirting Cave” - couldn’t be
more fitting. A comfortable breeze blows
through the cave all year round. A large
Mai Kaphong tree stands at the entrance.
Cemented stairs lead into the cave’s
wide opening facing the road underneath a steep rock cliff. Walkways and
bridges inside the 30-meter high hall
channel the visitor flow and make it easy
(and safe) to walk around. Boats wait to
take passengers along the 1.3-km long
subterranean stream through a narrow
passageway.

Further down the alley,
another 4.5 km after Tham
Xiang Leap is on the right side
a barrier, the entrance to the
compound and parking place
in front of Tham Nang Aen.

Tham Pha Nya In
This little gem should not be overlooked.
The ceiling of the small cave is filled
with stalactites. Turning to the left, on a
narrow path, one enters a terrace with a
wonderful view of a 75-meter long pool,
naturally illuminated through an opening
in the back. Its clear blue water is considered holy and it is forbidden to touch.
According to legend, a mirror image of
the Hindu god Indra, could be spotted
and hence the name Pha In. A little
shrine with Buddha statues adds to the
magical impression of the cave.

A few hundred meters after Tham Xiang Liap, the cave can be
easily spotted with its two karst cones on either side of the road.
Resembling a gate, it turns left on a small trail (350 meters).
Approach the entrance on a stairway made of bricks.
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Tham Pa Fa
(Buddha Cave)
While searching for bats, a local hunter
accidentally discovered the cave in 2004.
Hidden inside were 229 Buddha statues
measuring 15 to 100 cm in height. Many
were gold plated and 16 even made of
solid gold. They were estimated to be
300-500 years old and believed to have
been hidden there by villagers to safeguard against being stolen by invading
forces during times of war. Others think
that monks lived here before and used
the rock cathedral inside as their monastery. The Buddha images are
assembled on a 15-meter high ledge. Since then, Tham Pha Fa has
developed into an important magnet for pilgrimages. Long-ear bats
continue to use the cave as their roosting shelter.
12 km from in Thakhek. Drive along the Cave Alley for 4 km to Ban
Tham. At the sign “Buddha Cave” turn left for another 4 km. Easy to
find when following the signs.

The Buddha images are a collection from the Sikhottabong and
the Lane Xang eras, with some thought to be of Khmer and
Vietnamese origin.
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Phabang
This narrow cave has on display a
wooden image of a standing Buddha
called the Phabang. Although less than
one meter tall, it is quite elegant and
said to be about 300 years old. It was
knocked over by resident monkeys and
was partially broken. The villagers preserve the statue from rotting or being
eaten by termites.

Phi Seua

(“Tiger Spirit Cave”)
The cave is approached by walking
through a lovely forest on a gentle slope.
The impressive mouth of Tham Phi Seua
lies about 15 meters above the valley
floor. A small rocky trail leads to a few
pools to the right. Follow the cave’s main
Xieng
trail
downLiab
to aCave
junction and continue on
the path to the left passing some large
boulders. Here a 40-meter wide and
Xieng Liab Cave takes a mere 400-metre hike or boat ride
40-meter
high chamber opens up.
up the creek to reach, after a 14-km drive east on Route

ights in Khammouane ‘The River Cave Capital’
3

4

5

Nam Don Resurgence
A short walk from Pha Chan Cave along the Nam Don
River ends at the Nam Don Resurgence, a subterranean reservoir linking to the Mekong. A rivulet

12 to Ban Songkhone Village. You can continue into the

oversized opening by boat during the rainy season
natural sanctuary for a swim or picnic, and boats for
Tham
Phi Seua
a sacred
(May-October)
or by foot is
fromconsidered
November-April, though
the 20-metre ride into the dark crevice. But, that’s far
the wet,
rocky walk
requires good
Once inside,
cave
and
believed
to balance.
be inhabited
by
This cave is accessible by
ceiling holes provide natural lighting for the 200-meter
the cavern, which breaks into a labyrinth penetrating 3
through
paddy
fields
spirits.
Therepastare
rules
of good
tunnel expedition
limestone
formations,
before behav- walking
km into
the darkness.
During dry
season, when the
a swimming
valley view.them. If any about 2.5 kilometers from
iorexiting
in to
order
notholetoandanger
of Locals
these
taboos
area former
broken
an offering, Ban Phonethon.
named
the cave after
novice monk
To reach this natural phenomenon from Thakaek,
(Xieng), who was “sneaking around” (Liab) in the cavern
travel a few km past Xieng Liab Cave, where a turn
according
to temple rites, must be made
north near Km 14 leads to Pha Chan Cave and the
short path to the Nam Don Resurgence. The road is
aside, some
you may stumble into prehistoric
to Legend
appease
thesayspirits.

volume of water passing through them.

The cave’s vastness is instantly seen at its entry, the
so-called “Cathedral”, with its towering ceiling, and a
recent expedition is mapping the details of the cave, a
story of which has appeared in “National Geographic”.
Xebangfai Cave is located in south-eastern Khammouane
Province, and requires a guide. For information on a tour
to this unchartered area, contact the Visitor Information
Tham
Heup is a large and impressive
Center
in Thakaek.

Heup

rough and the ride takes some 90 minutes. You should
book a tour at Thakaek’s Visitor Information Center or
local tour operator.

wall paintings, soft-shelled turtles and bats in the cave,
while Francois langurs and recently discovered kha nyou

Nam Don Resurgence

Nam Theun 2 Dam

The thought of a hydroelectric dam in a pristine ecosyste
Thiswith
cave
bemight
reached
withtravel pu
dotted
ethniccan
villages
shake a green
Then along
comes
the Nam
Theun
2 Damasso(NT2) releasing
a guide
from
the
local
guide
water into a cobblestone channel that weaves through th
ciation
in Ban
Nakheu
Village.
countryside
atop the
Nakai Plateau.
NT2 andThe
its compact
electric
generating
appear unobtrusive,
guide
will
take facilities
the visitor
on a 1.5much lik
carefully decorated train-set landscape.

km hike to the mouth of the cave.
A small fee for the guide is apprewhat is being done to lessen negative environmental and
ciated.

relief maps, information panels, and displays explain all t
and more. Visitors discover that dislocated locals were
consulted, moved into their choice of quality yet tradition
houses, and given stipends, while villages received all-se
roads, community buildings, schools, and clinic access. Th
center, located near Nakai Town on Route 1E, is open from
Monday – Saturday, 08:30 - 12:00 and 13:00 - 17:00.

The cave can be accessed from Ban
Nakhok by crossing the Hinboun River
and walking for 1.5 km. In the wet season
the cave can be reached by boat from
Ban Nakhok.

7

Konglor Cave

While tourists
to Khammouane
instantly hop
Coming from Thakhek along Rd. No. 12, travel
a few
km pastcanTham
on a boat for the 7.5 km cruise on the Hinboun
Xieng Liab. Turn north at Km 14 to Tham Pha
Chan. The road is rough
River through Konglor Cave, visitors to other
and the trip takes about 90 minutes. It is recommended
to river
book
a tour
countries’ underground
tunnels
can wait
The Loop
from Thakhek’s Visitor Center or any tour operator. See also Muang Phone
formations, but Konglor features a sandy beach.
hammouane’s
’
’s
Stupa.Put yourself in The Loop, Khammouane’s
Which would you choose?
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cave. One can walk right though the
entire cave which is about 1.5 km long,
has nice rock formations, a pond and
even a “beach”. The entrance is 20
meters wide and 15 meters high, with
an interior that varies from 10 to 30
meters in height.

A short walk, from Tham Pha Chan,
along the Nam Don River, is the Khoun
Nam Don (the Nam Don Resurgence),
the main source of an subterranean river
that flows into the Mekong. The rivulet
emerges from the cave and empties into
a lagoon below a 300-meter high cliff.
A beautiful and peaceful setting for a
picnic and cool swim.

tourism circuit linking the province’s top
aek
adventures. The Loop leaves Thakaek
eastbound on Route 12, and immediately
enters 20-km-long Cave Alley. Turn north on
Route 1E to reach Nakai Town. Continue to
Route 8 at Lak Xao and head south to the
Limestone Forest and Ban Nahin. Then it’s

A large bronze Buddha, which in earlier
times was in the cave, is now housed
Xebangfai Cave
in the village temple. According to local legend the image, originally called
While
adventures along
Khammouane’s
Phaexperiencing
Thongthe(Bronze
Buddha),
was reLoop, Cave Alley, and the Limestone Forest, spread your
named
Pha
Ong Saen
(Buddha
wings
farther into
the province’s
hinterland
and explore of the
Xebangfai Cave’s amazing tunnel, which opens the way
100,000) when a robber attempted to
explore
Xebangfai
River cave,object
known to pros
“an
stealthethe
valuable
butascould
not
underground K2”, believe they stumbled into one of the
lift
it
due
to
its
mysterious
change
of
largest river caves on earth. They arrived at this theory
due
to the size of the cavern’s passageways, and the
weight.

At Konglor Village, you’ll board a long-tail boat
and take peaceful journey down the karst-lined
Nam Hinboun River and past riverbank vegetable
gardens. The ride pauses at a jumble of boulders
piled at the foot of a mountain, before entering a
black void that opens into a stadium-like cavern

8

About 3-4 km southeast of here is a
beautiful sacred forest with an aban-

9

Nam Sanam
Waterfall
Areas (NPAs)
doned
temple. Not far thereNational
is also Protected
a

small cave called Tham Jong. A local
Travellers on “The Loop”,guide
who are is
staying
required.
Many of Khammouane’s highlights are in one
overnight in Ban Nahin, can hike along a 3-km
path from Route 8 behind the Tourist Information Center in Ban Nahin. The walk to the
spectacular Nam Sanam’s twin waterfalls begins
on a dirt road before following a river path
through a semi-evergreen forest in a tropical
Provincial Protected Area until it ends at the
sandstone massif, Phou Phaman. Here the river
plunges over the ledge, which is 20-some
metres high, in a pair of cascades that crash into

rocky pool.

of the province’s three National Protected
Areas. The Hinboun River cuts through
Konglor Cave in Phou Hin Poun NPA, The
Nam Theun 2 Dam’s reservoir forms the
south-western boundary of Nakai-Nam
Theun NPA, and Xebangfai Cave hides in
distant Hin Nam No NPA.
Phou Hin Poun NPA
Taking up 1,690 sq km of western Khammouane, Phou Hin Poun is dominated by
limestone karst ranges with steep slopes,

Nakai-Nam Theun NPA
Outdoor activities in the 3,710-sq-km Nakai
Theun are just starting to open, and are bein
based in Nakai Town and Tha Lang. Three of

rediscovered worldwide, most remarkable o
which is the saola, occurred in the NPA’s com

muntjacs – join rare pygmy loris, douc langu
Francois’ langurs and white-cheeked gibbon
The Nakai Plateau and central mountains al
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Xiang Liab
Hidden by dense vegetation under a
300-meter rock face, the Xiang Liab Cave
can be reached on foot (300 meters) or
via a short boat ride (400 meters). The
boat ride can be extended directly into
the cave during the rainy season, or
one can discover the 200-meter interior
on foot (November-May). Sun rays fall
through holes in the cave roof providing
natural light.
As the legend goes, a young monk
named Xieng fell in love with the beautiful daughter of a hermit living in this
cave. They were later caught at Tham
Nang Aen, sitting on a rock and flirting
(aen kan means “to flirt”, nang means
“to sit”).
After 9 km on the Cave Alley, near Ban Songkhone and close to
the bridge over the Hoauy Xiang Liab stream, a trail on the right
leads directly to the cave entrance.

Dragon
This short and easily accessible cave with its beautiful
limestone formations inside
is worth a stopover along the
Loop.
On Road No. 8, 17 km west
of Laksao town.

Pha Chan (Cave of the Sandalwood Buddha)
Tham Pa Chan is one of the most impressive caves in the province.
It is actually a tunnel that cuts about 600 meters through a limestone mountain and has a 60 x 100-meter entrance shaped like a
giant dome. It is open on both sides so one can cross it on foot.
A stream flows through this tunnel which may at some spots be
littered with logs and other debris, a sign of heavy flooding during
the rainy season.
A major fracture in the roof of the cave may be the reason for the
development of the cathedral-like interior. About half way through
the cave is a passage to the right, where bats roost in the crevices.
Please refrain from disturbing them!
When entering the cave from its western side, you can see a small
shrine with several Buddha images on a ledge 15 meters above the
cave floor. One prominent and most revered statue is made from
sandalwood (mai chan in Lao), hence giving the cave its name. The
cave used to be inhabited by monks but is now used for meditation
and religious celebrations. In mid-April, during Lao New Year, hundreds of local people flock to the cave to sprinkle water on the head
of the Buddha image. The atmosphere then is party-like and people
play in the stream.
The cave is located northeast of Thakhek via Rd. No 12 (Cave
Alley) to Mahaxay. It takes about 1-½ hours on the rough road to
get there. Turn left at Km 14. Take a guide with you because it is not
recommended to try visiting the cave on your own! During the wet
season it may be impossible to walk through the cave because the
water in the stream can rise more than 3 meters and flood the cave.
The best time for a visit is November - May.
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World class caves
Tham Xebangfai

(commonly called Tham
Namlort or Tham Khoun Xe)
Isolated by the rugged topography of the
central Annamite Mountains and the legacy of the Indo-China war, Xebangfai is
one of the greatest caves of the world.
It is no coincidence that another giant
cave with the largest river passage in the
world, Hang Soon Doong in Vietnam, lies
only 48 km to the east.
This huge cave of world-class caliber is
the centerpiece of the Hin Namno NPA.
The wild Xe Bangfai (Xe means ‘river’)
carves its underground passage on a
length of 6.4 km through spectacular
karsts. A wide network of smaller branches inside the cave, often ending in the
in smallest tunnels, adds at least another
10 km. The passage is an invitation to an outstanding kayaking trip.
While inside and surrounded by total darkness, the cave’s unsurpassed
beauty is revealed under the beams of strong flashlights. And a good
torch is needed indeed! The average width of the tunnel is 76 meters and
height 56 meters. Some of the larger chambers can reach 200 meters by
120 meters. Distinctive features have descriptive names like Stairway to
Heaven, Cathedral, Ox Bow or Wind Channel....
For a long time, not much was known about the cave, even to the
people in surrounding areas. Traditionally villagers of Ban Nongping
believed the river originated inside this mountain. Two French exploration teams visited the place in 1905 and again in 1995 and described
the true path of the river. Worldwide attention was focused on Tham
Nam Lord again in 2008 after a multinational expedition team explored
the cave extensively and
published their spectacular findings. Since then
it has developed into a
prime tourist destination
although access is limited
only to a relatively short
period in the year and by
the poor condition of the
road especially after rains.
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The river emerges in a clear pool near
Ban Nongping which is great for a refreshing swim. The other side of the
entrance is less imposing and partly
blocked by large boulders. It is possible,
to pass the entire length of the cave in
inflatable boats and to return the same
way but the village is still open for other
activities, as well as homestay and lodge
services. Within 4-5 hours.
The passage however is strictly off-limits
from June - October due to the dangerously high water in the rainy season.
To raise awareness, the NPA is eyeing
ASEAN Heritage Park and UNESCO natural World Heritage status.

Road No. 12 to Mahaxay. Continue to Bualapha and then on to
Ban Nongping. The road can be difficult if not impossible to navigate
during the wet season being extremely muddy and slippery and even
experienced motorbike riders may have limitations. However, there is
boat from Ban Pakphanang for year-round access.
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Konglor

(“The Beauty of the Dark”)
This is one of the two largest caves (the
other being Xebangfai) in Laos. It is easy
to access and therefore a magnet for
tourists. Located on the western edge
of the Phou Hin Poun NPA, it is a passageway to the Hinboun River. It originates somewhere in this limestone karst
complex and ultimately drains into the
Mekong north of Thakhek. The 7.5-km
long and sometimes 90-meter wide (but
sometimes narrower) serpentine chamber can be traversed by boat only, usually all year round. Wooden long-tail boats
take up to five passengers each.
For a long time, people did not know
the source of the river and were wary of
the darkness inside. Then five explorers
entered the cave and found, to their surprise, that there was an opening at the
Easily by car from Road
No. 8 near Ban Nahin. From
other end.
here drive 40 km through
The massive rock walls are reminiscent flat land with rice fields to
of a medieval castle. Even a torchlight Ban Konglor.
barely penetrates the complete darkness, not even to the 90-meter ceiling.
It is hard to locate massive rock boulders or sharp bends of the meandering
river. Only experienced boatmen can
manage to safely
navigate these obstacles. The air is
cool and the cave
is very silent. When
the boat engine is
switched off, the
only sound is that
of water dripping
from cracks in the
rock.
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Read more
about activites
in page 58

At some places the water can be very shallow and the boatmen use
only paddles, at times asking passengers to help push the boat over
slippery rocks and sandbanks. Artificial lighting illuminates some stalagmites and rock formations, giving them a ghostlike, dramatic appearance. The tourists have to walk a couple of meters on sand or
paved walkways until boarding again. It takes about 1-½ hours from
one entrance to the other. The “other side” opens into an area with
trees and grass where one can relax comfortably. Some villagers run
stalls selling snacks and drinks.

ກອງລ�
Konglor
ນາຕານ
Natane

The cave was not a place frequented by villagers and none of
them ventured in alone. Before the discovery of the crossing,
villagers of Natane and Konglor connected with each other
via a path over the mountain.

During harvest time, the villagers use the river occasionally to
transport goods like tobacco, which is grown near the banks of
the Hinboun river.
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Lakes, Waterfalls, Rapids
Khon Keo Rapids
The Khon Keo rapids and pools are a
popular location for picnics and get-togethers with family and friends. The
clear pool is said to be 7 meters deep
and ideal for swimming and cooling
down during hot weather. A string of
more placid pools are used for fishing by
local visitors. It is also well worth walking around the village to see people going about their daily life.
Travel 33 km (about 1 hour) from
Thakhek along Route No. 13 north and
turn right (blue sign). Follow a dirt road
for 8 km through scrub vegetation and
eucalyptus plantations to Ban Napho
and cross the Nam Kongleng River over
a wooden bridge and continue driving to
nearby Khon Kheo Village. A short walk
along the river upstream leads you to
the rapids and pool.

Tha Falang

The scenic pond in the Nam Don
River is surrounded by limestone
cliffs in a beautiful forest. The water
is 3-4 meters deep during the dry
season but can rise up to 6 meters in the rainy season. The pool
was used by colonial French from
Thakhek as a picnic area, hence
the name. Nowadays it is frequented by local people and tourists.

Cool Pool

The Cool Pool, (Van Nam Yen in
Lao), is a great place for a refreshing swim in a beautiful blue natural
lake under towering limestone
cliffs.
Enter the short road from Ban Napavan along the Loop east of Laksao
and past the Dragon Cave.

Tha Falang is located about 16 km
northeast of Thakhek on Route Rd. No
12 (“Cave Alley”) to Mahaxay. Before
reaching the Xieng Liab Cave, turn left
at the bridge on the main road and
drive for 2 km. In the rainy season the
site can only be reached by boat.

Xieng Xone
Waterfall
Best visited during the rainy season, this
location is a popular weekend retreat
for local people. The waterfall is about
4 meters high with a large pool and a
series of rapids above it. During the wet
season the river is truly spectacular but
dries up almost completely during the
dry season.
In the parking area, many stalls sell
drinks, snacks and forest products.
Drive from Thakhek, 20 km south on
Highway No, 13. At Ban Nasad Village
turn right and go along a dirt road for 4
km until reaching a fork. Here keep left
and continue driving for another 4 km.
There are good views of the mountains
to the east.
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Nam Sanam
Waterfall

This is a large twin waterfall cascading off the sandstone massif
of Phou Phaman. It flows all year
round and is surrounded by a Provincial Protected Area with some
pristine tropical semi-evergreen
forests.

Song Soo
Waterfall

The beautiful rock pool below a
gentle waterfall is perfect for a
refreshing swim in the dry season.
In the rainy season, however, the
currents can be very strong and
dangerous.

Five km south of Nakai. Turn
off the road near the bridge at the
The waterfall is close to Ban Nakai Nam Theun Visitor Center.
Nahin and easily accessible on foot Drive on for about 2 km and walk
on a 1.5-km long path from Road on a rocky path for ten minutes
from the parking area.
No. 8 (the Loop).
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Thakhek

Koun Kong Leng

The flipside is the tremendous social and environmental impacts the
dam has had. Twenty villages are now submerged after their population had to be relocated, losing their ancestral land. About the longterm impacts on the environment only the years to come will tell. The
once large population of elephants has been considerably decimated
due to massive habitat loss on the Nakai-Nam Theun Plateau. To preserve the rich biodiversity for future generations, the power company
has taken steps to provide environmental rehabilitation, for example
restoring wetlands, and establishing animal rescue programs.
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TO SAVANNAKHET

The dam construction did not go without controversy. The first plans
were already on the table as early as 1927. The idea however took
shape only 70 years later after a feasibility study by the World Bank
led ultimately to a power deal with Thailand – promising huge revenues for the Lao economy.

which about 49km which not far from
Thakhek. The lake is roughly 21m deep
in the centre and is a bright emerald
colour,
The
underground
water
flows through limestone, which gives
the water its green colour. The lake
is revered by the locals who believe it
has mystical powers and the ability to
ring a gong in the dead of night on
full moon. The name of the lake “Kong
Leng” means “evening gong”, reflecting
local belief.

6

Bualapha

49km north of Thakhek via Route 13
and the new road into Phou Hin Phoun
National Park.
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Historic Attractions
Ho Chi Minh Trail

(Remnants of the Indo-China War)

Nearly half a century after the Second
Indochina War ended in the 1970’s not
much is left of the Ho Chi Minh Trail.
Only a few rusty remnants of cannons
and tanks which serve as a reminder of a
cruel, senseless war can still be found in
some places. The Trail was in reality not
a single road but an extensive labyrinth
of small and smaller pathways through
vast and impenetrable jungle, through
rivers and rice fields mostly on Lao soil
along the Vietnamese border. It served
as strategic supply route for the North
Vietnamese into ‘hostile’ South Vietnam.
It comprised of several thousand kilometers of narrow footpaths, all weather
roads, bridges, underground shelters,
supply stations and hospitals.

The Ho Chi Minh Trail
covers a large area, hence
The clandestine trail system was difficult
there are several entry
to detect from the air which led to mass
points.
aerial bombardments by the Americans,
who dropped bombs on an average of every seven minutes. Vast
swaths of land were devastated and untold numbers of people, primarily Lao, lost their lives in this bitterly fought conflict.

Historic Railway
The construction of the Historic Railway
was an ambitious plan by the French in
the 1920’s to connect Vietnam to Laos
by rail. The railway was completed in
Vietnam but abandoned in Laos due to
economic reasons.
The railway track started in Thakhek near
the present-day market Talat Nabo and
continued east for just 29 km. Nothing
can be seen anymore with the exception
of a railway bridge crossing the Nam Don
River and the remains of another bridge
near Tha Falang. These places are part
of the Cave Alley (see there) and can be
easily reached by motorbike.
Travel along the Cave Alley (Rd. No.
12) until Km 8 and turn left on a dirt
road for 1 km. Turn right onto the old
railway bed and continue 1 km east to
the bridge.
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Warning: Do not touch
any sort of metal object.
Unexploded
ordnance
(UXO) from the Indochina war still lies around.
The detonators may still
be active causing serious
injury or even death.
Stay on designated trails
and listen to the guide,
you should certainly
have with you.

The Lao people particularly, still suffer from those carpet bombings
as an estimated 30% of the cluster bombs did not explode. UXO (unexploded ordnance) still constitutes a threat to unaware locals more
than 50 years later. Efforts to clear the whole area of UXO are ongoing
but could take another 100 years before the goal is finally achieved.
In Khammouane, most of the wartime “traffic” was concentrated between the steep escarpments of the Nakai Nam Theun Plateau and
the rugged limestone karsts of what is now included in the Hin Nam
No National Protected Area, namely the Mu Gia Pass near the crossing
of Rd. No. 12 into Vietnam. Tourism is affected since many areas are
completely off limits due to the hidden dangers, even in areas that
are cleared already. Nevertheless, some trails can be safely used for
extended motorbike tours (without straying to the left or the right).
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Historic Attractions
Tin Mining in the Phathen Valley, Phou
Hin Poun.
Witnesses to a bygone era are the Bo Phontiu tin mines located in
Hinboun District. The mountains inside the Phou Hin Poun NPA are
an important source for the metal in Laos and its exploitation has a
long history.
Commercial mining began in the early 1920’s under the French. Tin
ore was collected from the rock surface, washed and processed in
local ponds. Children were involved in large numbers during that time
in the collection of ore. The mine ceased operation in 1977, but its
abandoned colonial buildings and equipment are still to be seen.
Tin is still extracted in the area of the Phathen Valley by small-scale
Lao companies in joint ventures with foreign consortiums for use in
the electronics industry and others.
The Bo Phontiu mines are almost half way between Thakhek and
Viang Kham on Road No. 13. Turn off the main road at Ban Hinboun
and follow a dirt road for about 20 km to Ban Muangkhai. The mines
are to the right shortly before the village.

Meuang Phone Stupa
This stupa was built during the 6th century
Sikhotthabong reign and later refurbished to
its present form. Every year at the beginning
of March a religious festival takes place at
this holy site.
The stupa and its shrine are a walking
distance, in the dry season, from Pha Chan
Cave (see there) and can also be reached
by car.
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Covering about 1,690 km² of western
Khammouane, the Phou Hin Poun is dominated by limestone karst ranges with steep
slopes, cliffs, caves, and enclosed valleys.
Besides Konglor Cave, the NPA offers
trekking, rafting, kayaking, and overnight
village stays. Its semi-evergreen, mixed
deciduous, bamboo and dipterocarp forests offer a home to several key mammals
including a François langur sub-species
called laotum, Assamese macaques, gibbons, Asian elephants, gaurs, and tigers.
Thakaek and Ban Nahin on Route 8 serve
as gateways to Phou Hin Poun.
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Highlight
The “Loop”

nk

ha

m

VI
ET

Ca
ve

Dr
ag
on

Anybody wishing to discover the beauty
and diversity of Khammouane Province in
a limited time frame should do the Loop.
This 450-km round trip is designed to guide
the visitor through a selection of important
and beautiful places along the way. Some
require a short deviation from the main
road. Ideal are motorbike rides (bikes can
be rented in Thakhek) or an organized tour
by car (with driver). There is public transport, but this may be inconvenient and less
attractive.
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Lak Xao
Lak Xao Tourist
Information Center

The road is generally very good and easy to navigate but
requires cautious driving in this mountainous and winding terrain
with sometimes steep ascents and descents. To really enjoy the
loop would require about 4-5 days, or even longer. Numerous
stopovers will allow for resting and enjoying the many wonderful
views.

NAKAI NAM THEUN
NATIONAL PARK
Thalang

Nam Theun 2 Reservoir
Orchid Path
Nakai Tourist
Information Center
Nam Theun 2 Visitor Center
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Thakhek

Khammouane Tourist Information Center

Nakai
Song Sou Waterfall
Gnommalat
Nong Phieng Xang Cave
Cool Breeze Cave
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The starting point of the Loop for most travelers is Thakhek,
where motorbikes or cars, either self-driven or with a driver,
can be organized. One can do the Loop, either clockwise or
anti-clockwise. Those coming from Vientiane in their own
vehicles could enter the circle at Viangkham. If arriving from
Vietnam, either via Nam Phao/Laksao or Na Phao, respectively,
the Loop will be on the way.
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The Loop is a 450-km journey with over 30 sites to visit in
Khammouane and Bolikhamxay Provinces. You can take 3-5
days to travel around it all, or explore a part of it daily.

Hin Nam No
National
Protected Area
Xe Bang Fai Cave

Bualapha

www.laosloop.info
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7.5-km long, and up to 100-meter high, cave is surely an unforgettable
experience. In and around Ban Konglor Village, a few hundred meters
before the cave’s giant mouth, budget guesthouses and upscale resorts
are easily found.

Highlight

The classic Loop begins anti-clockwise in downtown Thakhek,
intersecting at Km 5 the passing Highway Rd. No 13. The following
stretch of Rd. No 12 to the east, also called Cave Alley, is lined
with picturesque limestone karsts which harbor numerous easily
accessible caves. The Alley alone can be worth an exciting day trip
by motorbike (see also Cave section).

Cave Alley

Towards the end of Cave Alley, near Mahaxai Kao (Km 52)
a difficult-to-navigate dirt road branches off to Bualapa
and further to the geological wonderland of the great
Xebangfai Cave - a bit off the Loop, and requiring
an extra effort.
Before Gnommalath, Road No. 12 turns sharply
to the right and heads east to Vietnam. The Loop
itself follows northwards Rd. No 8B towards Ban
Nakai. The road the winds up to the Nakai Nam
Theun Plateau. In Gnommalath and Nakai basic
guesthouses are available.

Continuing the journey, the long Nakai Nam Theun
Reservoir of the largest hydropower project in Laos soon
opens up on the right side. A visit to the project information
center at the dam site is certainly interesting and worth a stop for the
technology enthusiast. (read more on page 25)
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National Protected Area

But it’s the beauty of the natural scenery that captures the tourist’s attention all along the way. One
may like to spend 1-2 days in the small lakeside
resort at Thalang and enjoy activities such as
camping, boat trips, fishing and village visits.
The adjacent Nakai Nam Theun National Protected Area on the other side of the manmade lake
where rare animals still roam, serves as a marvelous backdrop. A clash of two worlds.

Back to Ban Konglor

Turning back to Ban Konglor after a journey through the cave, another
option is to explore the outstanding Natane Valley. It is well worth a
visit with an overnight stay in one of the few villages there. From this
side, the valley can be reached only by boat through the cave (see
more details in Community-based Tourism).

The reservoir will then be crossed via a bridge towards
the western section. Shortly after the bridge, along the
road, you might wonder about a couple of large Buddha
statues, chiseled directly into the rock. These figures
are new and were made by a single sculptor. The
fast growing town of Laksao is next. Here the Loop
enters the busy Road No. 8 to Vietnam or Viangkham,
respectively. Heading now west, it is not far to Ban
Nahin Village. Before that, a new and scenic road
at Lak Ha (Ban Tha Bak) connects Khammouane with
Bolikhamxay and Xiengkhouang where another exciting
loop is opening up in the future.

After returning to the Loop and Rd. No. 8 at Ban Nahin, turn left
towards Highway No. 13 which is about 41 km away. The road passing
the so-called Limestone Forest offers unique and breathtaking views.
Don’t miss here the new adventure facilities of the Rock View Point
at Phou Pa Marn! At the junction near Viangkham village one may
opt to go either northwest to Vientiane or back south to Thakhek to
complete the Loop.

The village is the gateway to the nearby Konglor Cave 40 km to
the left. This cave is definitely a must-see and is one of the highlights of
the Loop (for details see chapter Caves). A round trip by boat inside the
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Community-based Tourism

Old traditions are still well preserved in
many rural places. The visitor is therefore requested to observe certain rules
in order not to upset the people or abuse
their hospitality. The rules include dress
codes, sensitivity when taking photos
(always ask for permission first). As
everywhere in Laos, the purchase of
any kind of wildlife or products made
from nature, example: turtle shells or
hardwood carvings, is not allowed, as is
littering or making a noise while hiking.

Unlike other places in Laos, real community-based tourism is
not yet very commonplace in Khammouane. But this is going
to change quickly. Community-based tourism is a way to help
reduce poverty and conserve nature in remote locations. The
underlying principle is that villagers play a vital role in protecting the environment, forests and wildlife. Adequate training and
certification through government institutions and NGOs allows
villagers to develop tourism in their own village by operating
treks and homestays, maintaining local handicrafts and customs,
hence enabling them to earn additional income from tourism.
This in turn can serve as incentive to see nature as a tool for
income generation rather than being mere object for exploitation.

“Sinh”, traditional
skirts are hand
woven. They drop
from the hips to
the ankles and
are generally
made in dark
colors.

Prcessing How to make “Tabong”

Advice For Visitors

Please note that homestay and guide services on treks and in caves
are facilitated by villagers, who are not professionals but dedicate
themselves to a good cause, mostly doing so during their spare time.
Overseas visitors need to be aware that foreign language skills will
be limited and non-verbal communication is important. Local knowledge is essential in remote places, forests and caves. Those with
professional non-local guides will still need to have a local
guide when entering the caves and hiring an additional
local guide is strongly recommended, if not required for
off-the-beaten path activities.
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Community-based Tourism
Hin Nam No Protected Area

ThisPao
relatively
small but nonetheless signifiTo Nam
& Vietnam

cant protected area is adjacent to the Nakai
Nam Theun NPA to the west and to Phong Nha
Namsanam
- Ke Bang National Park and UNESCO World
Heritage site in Vietnam to the northeast. The
Tha majority of the landscape is formed by limestone karsts with extremely steep outcrops,
est
Naphouak
it difficult to access and thus being a
angdao making
perfect obstacle for poachers, hence protecting its biodiversity. The NPA is considered to
up Cave be important for conserving the biodiversity
because
of its Konglor
unique habitat, cave systems
Boneng
Natan
and forest types which support
a high diverKonglor Cave
sity of globally threatened
species. It is home
to five species of primates with the southern
Tin Mines gibbon and the red-shanked
white-cheeked
douc langur as its ‘flag-ship’ species. Together
with the black Langur, the last known viable
Bong
populations of both langurs worldwide are
found only in Hin Nam No.
Khoun Kham

Ban Nong Boua and its nearby caves used
for refuge during the bombing.
Ban Phanop to see the remains of a
downed US war plane.
Ban Vang Khone to see how life is lived
among bomb craters.
Ban Senphan to learn about scrap metal
collection and the sad legacy of cluster
bombs.
Mu Gia Pass to the see the landscape
where the Ho Chi Minh Trail started.

E
Nakai

ang

Phon Phon
living around Hin Nam No comprise a
HinbounPeople
Kham Keo
few ethnic minority groups and due to the rugKhone Keo Rapids
Si Som Zeoun
ged
terrain
Nong
Hoi people no longer reside here. One
Khoun Kong
Leng
tribe, theMae
Salang,
is considered
to be
the first
Nam Pakan
Noi
inhabitants ofNong
theBoua
area,
Houai
Aek and the remaining few
Hinboun Tai
now
lead a nomadic lifestyle. Meuang Phone

Lao

Gnommalath

versity

© GIZ
Teoung
Do not make loud noises that Patieu
disturb wildlife.
Beoung
HuaDo
Na not pick up
Be aware of unexploded ordinance
(UXO).
Xe
or move any war artefacts, as they canHouay
still explode.

Nongbok

www.hinnamno.org

Access to the village of Nong Ping and the Xe Bang Fai Cave is via
an unpaved 14-meter long road coming from Boualapha town. It is
not operational during the wet season, but an alternative route, by
boat, operates all year round. However, the Xe Bang Fai Cave is closed
during the rainy season (July-September), as the water level in the
rivers grows too high to enter the cave.
(see also page 34)

HIn Nam No The
largest karst
regions in the
world 820km2

Pa Phueng Bee Hives
Heu

Xiangdao

Langkang
Senphan

Pakphanang

Xe Bangfai Cave
Bualapha
Napoung
Sokthang

During the closure of the Xebangfai Cave in
the rainy season, the village is still open for
other activities like trekking and homestay.
Besides meals, villagers provide mattresses,
mosquito nets and blankets. For the toilet and
bathing expect a bucket of water. A bit more
comfort is offered by the village lodge, which
has four rooms and come with bed, desk
and electric fan. Meals can be arranged for
an extra charge. Please be aware that food
in this village is not always readily available.
Bringing along a small back-up supply is recommended.
From Thakhek, east along Road No. 12 up to Mahaxay, then via
Bualapha to Ban Nongping (see also Xebangfai Cave).
In Boualapha Town, there are several guesthouses with showers
and restaurants.

Kok

Xaybouthong

Khok Keng Khaen

54

Don

Pa Pha Lom
Pachan Cave
Pha Katai
Na Taket
Lod
Cave
Na Ngeo
Nase
Mai Buduha
Cave
Naden
Pha Nya In
Tha Falang
Nam Don
Cave
Kouankhoay
Phomsoung
Xieng Liab
Dang
Giant Wall
Nang Aen Cave
Mahaxay
Xieng Liab Cave
THAKEK
Sen Sai
Nakhon Phanom
Elephent Cave
To Thailand
Phom Phin
Panng
Nabouab
Cave
Sikhottabong
Phanang
Napon
DoKham
hireKhi
local
Ai
Khamphuang
Thadua guides
Maifor
Na all
Sa Ath
cave visits and
Panam Mai
Xieng Xone
Kham Boun
treks.
Thahea
Chout Song

Xe Bang Fai Cave

Nongping Village

Nongboua

Song Soo

Strict law enforcement
does not allow farming
or any other agricultural
activities inside the park.
Villagers are now often
given responsibility for
patrolling the protected
area and monitoring its
biodiversity, engaging in
research, surveys, data
collection and tourism.

Nongthat
Thap Nua
Naphao

Pakaway

Kengtapa

Langkhang: There are a few guesthouses and restaurants in
Langkhang, which are located about 130 km east of Thakhek on Route
12. These can be found where the unpaved road branches off towards
NongBoua and Boualapha.

Xe Bangfai
To Savannaket
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Eco-Tourism

The Rock View Point at Phou Pa Marn

Green Climbers Home
The Khammouane limestone is a paradise for rock climbers. Steep cliffs
frame the idyllic resort Green Climbers Home, only a few km east of
Thakhek. The karsts at the back of Tham Xieng Liab offer diverse world
class climbing conditions with face climbing, bulges, multi-pitches etc.,
on approximately 400 routes. These attract professionals and beginners
alike from all over the globe. It is not only a cozy home (twenty comfortable bungalows plus a camping ground at the base of the climbing
area) but challenging in its true sense, too. Have fun!
Only 12 km from Thakhek along the Cave Alley, Rd. No. 12.
www.greenclimbershome.com
Note: Closed during the rainy season!
Top-quality equipment can be rented.

The Rock View Point has always been a popular stopover on Rd No.
8. The views from here overlooking the Phou Hin Boun NPA are unparalleled. A new project, established in 2019 (with further plans for
extensions), takes advantage of the easy access, the natural beauty
and the diversity of the area’s geological formations. The main attractions are a zip-line, abseiling, one or more days of trekking into the
limestone labyrinth and wildlife-spotting. The area is known for bird
watching – the bald-headed bulbul, the serow an endangered mountain goat, and the langur.
The project, run by Green Discovery Laos, targets not only
young adventurers, but also
seniors and families. Company
guides are well experienced in
outdoor activities and the facilities are designed and constructed under stringent international
safety and environment protection standards.
Not far is the new Phamarn
View Guesthouse for travelers
who want to stay a bit longer at
this beautiful place or for passersby in need of a rest. Of further interest are a restaurant,
a souvenir shop and a tourism
information center at the site.

Directly at the Loop, between Ban
Nahin (Konglor Cave) and the junction of Rd. 8 and Rd 13 (Vientiane
– Thakhek). For further information,
please see the Green Discovery website, www.greendiscoverylaos.com.
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Dos and Don’ts in Laos
The Lao word for hello is “Sabaidee”, usually said with a smile.
Touching or showing affection in public will embarrass your hosts.

Kissing and hugging in public is impolite. Please be discrete.

Tips for hiring motorbikes
üü Make sure it is roadworthy (check brakes, lights,
oil etc.) before you hire.

üü Wear a helmet.
üü Make sure you test the bike before starting your
journey.

üü Avoid riding with a pillion rider if possible.
üü Shops replacing flat tires will display an old tire.
üü Unpaved roads are very slippery when wet.
Bathing nude in public is impolite.

Useful Telephone Numbers
Thakhek Information Center		
Khounkham Tourist Center		
Tourism Manager of Konglor 		
Tourism Manager of Natane 		
Tourism Manager of Ban Nakangxang
Khammouane Rescue 		
The use of drugs is illegal
in Laos. The consequences
maybe severe for you and
Lao society.

+856 20 5575 1797
+856 54 700 314
+856 20 9753 2744
+856 20 5654 4092
+856 20 5411 4379
1624 / 020 5533 0065

www.tourismkhammouane.org
www.ecotourismlaos.com | www.tourismlaos.gov.la

