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                                                                                                    Laos (April 8, 2005)

                                                                                                    Travel Advisory

                                                                                                    Government of Australia


Travel Advisory: Laos

Government of Australia

Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade

This Advice is current for Sunday, 10 July 2005. 
The Advice was issued on Friday, 08 April 2005, 17:39:16, AEST. 
This advice has been reviewed and reissued. It contains new information on Safety and Security and Entry and Exit Requirements. The overall level of the advice has not changed. 

Australians in Laos are advised to exercise caution and monitor developments that might affect their safety. As you would in Australia, use common sense and be alert to suspicious activities. Be aware of concern about the security environment because of a risk of criminal activity. You should be vigilant and watch the media for information about possible new safety or security threats. 

Safety and Security 

Terrorism 

Australian travellers should be aware of the threat of terrorism globally and should read this travel advice in conjunction with the General Advice to Australian Travellers. 

There remains a risk of possible terrorist attack against Western interests in Laos, particularly in commercial and public areas known to be frequented by foreigners such as, but not limited to, hotels, clubs, restaurants, bars, schools, marketplaces, places of worship, outdoor recreation events and tourist areas. 

Civil Unrest/Political Tension 

There have been recent civil disturbances, including armed attacks and bombings. These have occurred in the capital, Vientiane City, on roads north of Vientiane and in Huaphan Province in the north-east. Buses and bus stations, in particular, have been targets. There are particular risks when travelling between Vang Vieng and Luang Prabang (including Route 13 North) and Phou Khoun and Phonsavanh (including Route 7). 

Personal Security 

Violent crimes such as robbery, rape and sexual assault have increased, including in Vientiane City. There have been cases where travellers have been drugged and assaulted after unknowingly drinking 'spiked' drinks. There are frequent incidents of thieves on motorcycles snatching shoulder-bags and bags from bicycle baskets. 

Prior to travel, Australians should ensure they have a variety of financial options available to them including credit cards, travellers' cheques and US dollars cash. Australians should consult their automatic teller machine (ATM) card provider for information about overseas services and availability. There are no automatic teller machine (ATM) facilities for international cards in Laos. Major credit cards are accepted at some international hotels and tourist-oriented establishments. 

Australians should only carry sufficient cash for their daily needs, secure their valuables against theft and avoid displays of wealth at all times. Photocopies of valuables such as passport, tickets, driving licence and travellers' cheques should be kept separately from the originals. 

In many countries, passports are a prime target of theft for illegal purposes. Your passport should always be kept in a safe place, as considerable inconvenience and disruption to travel plans may result from its theft or loss. If your passport is lost or stolen overseas, contact the nearest Australian Embassy, High Commission or Consulate as soon as possible. 

Local Conditions 

Unexploded ordnance remains prevalent in many areas of Laos, particularly Xieng Khouang Province (where the Plain of Jars is located) and the Lao-Vietnamese border areas along the former Ho Chi Minh Trail. Straying from established walking paths and roads can be dangerous as affected areas are often unmarked. 

Car, plane and boat travel within Laos does not generally meet Australian safety standards. The number of road accidents and fatalities, particularly at night, has risen sharply in recent years. Since 2000, there have been several deaths resulting from domestic air accidents on Yuen-12 aircraft. 

'Fast boat' river travel, particularly in the dry season, can be dangerous due to the speed of vessels, rocks and other hazards, poor safety equipment (helmets and life jackets) and occasional banditry. Strong currents and unfamiliar conditions in rivers, especially around rapids and waterfalls, also pose dangers. 

The rainy season is May to November and seasonal flooding may occur. In the event of a natural disaster local authorities will provide advice. 

Local Law and Customs 

Australians are reminded that when overseas, they are subject to local laws. Local laws and legal processes can be very different from those in Australia. A violation of local laws may result in a jail sentence, served in a local prison. Consular assistance cannot override local law, even where local laws may appear harsh or unjust by Australian standards. Penalties for drug offences in Laos are severe, including the death penalty for trafficking. 

Laos does not recognise dual nationality. This may limit the ability of Australian officials to provide consular services to Australians of Lao origin. Australian nationals of Lao origin should seek advice from the nearest Embassy of Laos well in advance of travel. 

Non-marital sexual relationships between Lao citizens and foreigners are not permitted under Lao law. Permission for marriage or engagement to a Lao citizen must be granted by the Lao authorities. Penalties for failing to register a relationship range from USD500-5,000 and may also involve imprisonment. 

Police roadblocks and checkpoints are frequent. It is a requirement to carry identification at all times. Failure to provide identification when requested may result in fines or detention. 

Photographing or visiting military sites is prohibited and may result in arrest or detention. 

Local vehicular insurance may not cover all expenses in the event of a road accident. A compensation payment for third party property damage and injury may be required, regardless of who is at fault. 

Some Australian criminal laws, including - but not limited to - those relating to money laundering, bribery of foreign public officials, terrorism and child sex tourism, have extraterritorial effect. Australians who commit such offences outside of Australia may be prosecuted in Australia for those offences. 

Australian authorities are committed to combating sexual exploitation of children by Australians overseas. Australians may be prosecuted at home under Australian child sex tourism laws. These laws provide severe penalties of up to 17 years imprisonment for Australians who engage in sexual activity with children under 16 while outside of Australia. 

Entry and Exit Requirements 

A visa can be obtained on arrival at the Vientiane, Luang Prabang and Pakse International Airports, at the Friendship Bridge between Nong Khai (Thailand) and Thadeua near Vientiane, and at most international border checkpoints between Thailand/Laos, Vietnam/Laos and China/Laos, upon payment of USD30 cash and provision of a passport photograph. Foreigners must obtain a visa prior to arrival at all other international border crossing points. 

Visa conditions are subject to change. For up-to-date visa information, Australians should contact the nearest Embassy or Consulate of Laos well in advance of travel. 

Immigration offices at some border crossings are difficult to identify, but travellers should ensure they obtain an entry stamp into Laos and check the exit date. Fines for not having a legitimate entry stamp can be very high. Only official international border crossings should be used. Recently, some travellers have managed to enter Laos at local border posts (for example from Cambodia) but have then encountered problems when attempting to leave the country at another border crossing. 

Health Issues 

For information on prevalent diseases and inoculations, travellers should consult their doctor, travel clinic or the World Health Organization (WHO). Further information can be found in our 'Travelling Well' brochure. 

Australians in Vientiane who require medical attention may contact the Australian Embassy Clinic on (021) 413 603. For after hours emergencies please contact the Consular assistance hotline number, (021) 413 612. 

Many doctors and hospitals require payment in cash prior to providing services, even in an emergency. Medical facilities in Laos are limited and if hospitalisation is necessary it is advisable to use hospitals in Thailand. Medical evacuation from parts of rural Laos can be slow, difficult and expensive. 

More information can be found at http://www.laos.embassy.gov.au/travel/bulletin.html#medical 

Travel and Health Insurance 

Travel and health insurance is strongly recommended for all overseas travel. Travellers should check with their insurer to make sure that their policy meets their needs. In particular, travellers should seek advice from their insurer on what type of circumstances and activities are the subject of exclusions in their policy. 

Consular Assistance and Registration 

Australians may obtain consular assistance from and should register with: 

Australian Embassy 
J. Nehru Street 
Ban Phone Xay 
Vientiane, Laos 
Telephone (856 21) 413 600 
Facsimile (856 21) 413 601. 

The Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade offers an on-line registration service. The registration information provided by you will help us to find you in an emergency - whether it is a natural disaster, civil disturbance or a family emergency. 

The Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade in Canberra may be contacted on (02) 6261 3305.
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