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Back in the early 1970s, the valleys of Laos 
echoed to the sound of exploding shells 
as US air raids made it the most bombed 
country in history. Now the landlocked 

south-east Asian nation is attempting to put its 
troubled past behind it and is seeing growing 
numbers of overseas visitors. 

Tourism in Laos is based on places such as 
Vang Vien, where backpackers ride the rapids on 
inner tubes from one watering hole to the next. 
Development is less advanced in the poorer 
north-east, which bore the brunt of the bombing. 
This looks set to change following moves by the 
Lao authorities to promote destinations associ-
ated with the wars of the 1960s and 1970s. 

The isolated town of Viengxay is the focus of 
these plans following the reopening of a network 
of limestone caves that sheltered Pathet Lao revol-
utionary leaders and citizens from air attack. 
Barracks, hospitals, offices, schools and work-
shops were fashioned over the course of a decade 
to support 22,000 inhabitants. 

The caves were largely abandoned after 1975. 
But now the Lao authorities and Dutch develop-
ment agency SNV are exploring ways in which 
tourism can help to alleviate poverty in the area. 
SNV team leader for sustainable tourism Tony 

Donovan says the focus is on development that 
enhances the lives of local people. 

“There have been a lot of successful tourism 
development initiatives in the Mekong region as 
well as some less successful ones,” says Donovan. 
“We draw on good and bad examples from many 
countries and advise and support organisations 
to try to ensure that tourism leads to positive 
benefits for poor people.”

In 2006 the Laos National Tourism Authority 
and SNV commissioned a team of Australian 
experts to produce a framework for tourist devel-
opment that would preserve Viengxay’s charac-
ter. Led by Deakin University’s cultural heritage 
centre for Asia and the Pacific, the team’s task 
was to develop a management plan for the caves 
and a masterplan for Viengxay itself. 

Masterplanning for the UN World Tourism 
Organisation-funded project was carried out by 
Melbourne-based consultancy Hansen. Its pur-
pose was to ensure the protection of the historic 
and natural elements in and around the town and 
to plan for its growth. The plan defines and high-
lights the area’s national significance and forms 
the basis for a world heritage list nomination. 

Hansen worked with half-a-dozen Lao planners 
from national and district authorities to produce 
the plan, which will guide development up to 
2026. They found plenty of evidence of a turbu-
lent past. Managing director Roz Hansen 
describes the karst landscape around the town as 
“aesthetically stunning” but still pockmarked 
from the bombing. “People use old bombshells as 
decorative items in buildings,” she says. “We also 
found a pond made out of a bomb crater.” 

Viengxay lacked the social and physical infra-
structure to support tourists and a growing pop-
ulation. The challenge was to integrate this in a 
sustainable way. A boundary was drawn along a 
contour around the town, above which develop-
ment was prohibited. The plan identifies a town 
centre and seeks to retain a green spine of farm-
land and lakes that runs through the urban area. 

As well as challenging them professionally, the 
project posed practical problems for the team. 
The first was getting to Viengxay, entailing a 
plane journey and a ten-hour drive from the Lao 
capital of Vientiane. On starting work, the town’s 
sporadic power supply forced the planners to 
change their usual working practices. 

“We turned up with computers and printers to 
generate plans but there were substantial periods 
where we couldn’t use them because of lack of 
electricity. So the masterplan had to be hand-
drawn and when we had power we would put it 
through the scanner,” says Hansen. The team had 
to resort to pacing out distances because it could 
not get an aerial photograph. 

Consultation exercises also highlighted cul-
tural differences, including the locals’ unfamili-
arity with concepts such as land tenure. “You 
have to understand that this town has evolved in 
a society where there is no private land,” design 
director Craig Czarny explains. “So we had to 
keep it simple. In some respects this was a joy.” 

Work on implementing the plan’s policies is 
now being taken forward by Lao staff who rec-
eived training in planning, landscape and land 
management. The project was awarded the high-
est honour in last year’s Australian Institute of 
Landscape Architects awards. But the job of mas-
terplanning Viengxay goes on. “We keep in touch 
with the clients and are already talking about an 
update,” says Czarny. “We are also exploring 
whether there should be a legislative structure. 
The fact is it’s never over.” n

LAOS BANKS 
ON TOURISM
A town in Laos that saw heavy bombing in the Vietnam War is 
undergoing a renaissance that draws on growth in tourism to 
create a brighter future for local people, Rosie Niven reports

VIENGXAY: KEY AIMS

Viengxay: growth masterplan aims to protect historic and natural elements around the town 

n  Protect and conserve caves and surrounding 
areas of national heritage importance.

n  Limit the extent of development close to the 
limestone mountains.

n  Create jobs for the local population in all 
sectors of the economy.

n  Consolidate and expand existing housing 
areas in an orderly and compact manner.

n  Establish foot and cycle paths around the 
edge of lakes and along main roads.

n  Maintain the garden setting of housing 
development.
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