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Executive
Summary

The Mekong River is a trans-boundary river in Southeast
Asia that runs through six countries. Measuring 4,350 km
in length, it is the world’s 12th longest river and the 7th
longest in Asia. River-based tourism along the Mekong is
an emerging activity with significant potential for growth
and impact on people’s livelihoods.

A cruise on the Thai side of the Mekong (Nong Khai-Nakhon
Phanom) is offered by Mekong Cruises, and Lao PDR’s
Champassak Province is a growing cruise arena due to
river-based attractions including the Vat Phou UNESCOlisted heritage site, French colonial infrastructure, CBT
activities, and spotting freshwater dolphins.

This Mekong River-based Tourism Product Development
deliberately aligns with ASEAN member countries’ shared
objectives to develop river cruising.

It is hoped that this report will support further product
development and assist the public and private sectors in
planning and expanding the breadth river-based tourism
activities along the Mekong River.

Viet Nam’s Mekong Delta dominates the river’s current
cruise tourism scene in passenger numbers and vessels,
due in part to its major ports’ fast and easy road access
from Ho Chi Minh City, the region’s brand recognition
and effective marketing, and modern docking facilities.
Compact 1 to 2-day cruises, many by sampan, embark
and disembark from My Tho and Can Tho to floating
villages and markets, CBT activities and homestays, and
significant historical and religious sites. Luxury multiday
delta cruise itineraries take travellers to-from Phnom
Penh. Tonle Sap cruises are popular as an option for
travelling between Phnom Penh and Siem Reap, with brief
2 or 3-day itineraries taking in floating fishing villages and
cultural attractions. The Chiang Khong (Thailand) to Houei
Xay to Luang Prabang (Lao PDR) cruise has long been
the main transportation connection to/from Chiang Rai,
and 2-day itineraries stop at riverside ethnic villages and
the notable Pak Ou Cave with an overnight in Pak Beng.

The report is divided into four sections. The introduction
outlines the approach to the study and defines river-based
tourism. This is followed by the situational analysis, which
explores the current product, market and policy dynamics
of the Mekong River region and highlights opportunities
and challenges for the development of river-based tourism.
Section three of the report provides a strategic framework
and action plan for improving the quality, quantity and
breadth of river-based tourism along the Mekong River. In
section four of the report, river-based tourism development
zones are mapped with complementary itineraries. And
finally, the appendices provide a detailed implementation
plan, summary of existing cruise products, and an
indicative monitoring framework.
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1.

Introduction

1.1 Background of Study
In 2014, the World Tourism Organization (UNWTO)
commissioned a study to better understand the potential
of river-based tourism in each of the 10 Association of
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) member states and
to establish ways to contribute positively to regional
economic development, community-based tourism (CBT)
and poverty alleviation.
The resultant report suggests that there is a veritable
treasure trove of products and destinations that are
ignored or under-exploited that present tremendous
potential for development and can boost not only riverbased tourism, but also global tourism in general to the
ASEAN region and member states. The report concludes
that ASEAN destinations possess valuable river-based
tourism resources that can be converted into products
that can be readily offered to the domestic, regional and
international markets.1
Strategically, the report makes several recommendations
in areas related to planning, policy, product development,
sustainability, public-private partnerships, safety, and
security with the main identified objectives being to:
protect the natural environment; broaden the concept of
river-based tourism beyond high-end luxury cruising and
sightseeing activities to include a wider range of landbased cultural or nature based activities; and invest in
concepts and tourism products that better merge water
and land based activities along rivers in ASEAN.

08

The report outcomes were presented at the ASEAN
Tourism Forum (ATF) in January 2015, and as a follow
up, Viet Nam made a request to UNWTO to nominate an
expert to further expand and research river-based tourism
in the Mekong area covering Cambodia, Lao People’s
Democratic Republic (Lao PDR), Myanmar, Thailand
and Viet Nam. Specifically, it was agreed that the study
should focus on Mekong River-based tourism product
development and elaborate on the initial UNWTO report
by focusing on reviewing the current situation and existing
river-based activities, model routes, itineraries and riverbased tourism products in the Mekong area; highlighting
attractions in the Mekong area related to the model
routes/itineraries; outlining good practice in developing
sustainable river-based tourism products; and providing
recommendations for policies and marketing of these
products.
This Mekong River-based Tourism Product Development
report deliberately aligns with ASEAN member countries’
shared objectives to develop river cruising as outlined in
the ASEAN Tourism Strategic Plan (ATSP) 2011-20152 and
ASEAN Tourism Marketing Strategy (ATMS) 2012-2015.3
The process to develop the strategy for product
development started with extensive desk research in
order to understand current Mekong River-based tourism
routes as they pertain to three specific activities, including:
the Mekong as a transport corridor; multi-day/country
river cruises; and one day excursions operating from key
port cities. Academic literature on river-based tourism was
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also studied along with grey literature from organizations
such as the UNWTO, Asian Development Bank (ADB)
and Mekong River Commission (MRC). Interviews with
representatives of national tourism organizations, private
sector operators and other tourism stakeholders were
also conducted.

A consultative workshop was organised by the VNAT in
mid-November 2015 in Da Nang with representatives
of the five national tourism organisations (NTO), the
private sector and industry organisations including
UNWTO, ASEAN, Pacific Asia Travel Association (PATA)
and the Mekong Tourism Coordinating Office (MTCO) in
attendance.

The study included two field missions by the expert in
order to make a direct assessment of the current riverbased tourism situation along the Mekong. The first
mission was to the Mekong Delta region of Viet Nam and
Cambodia, including visits to Ho Chi Minh City, Tien Giang
Province, An Giang Province and Phnom Penh. During this
mission, meetings were organised with representatives of
the Vietnam National Administration of Tourism (VNAT) as
well as provincial tourism offices.
The second field mission by the expert was to the upper
Mekong River region of Lao PDR, Myanmar and Thailand
starting in Luang Namtha Province. This included an
extensive trip down the river from Xieng Kok to Vientiane
by boat and vehicle. The section of the Mekong River
from Vientiane to Champassak Province and Northern
Cambodia was not explored due to time and budget
limitations. However, stakeholders operating on this part
of the Mekong were consulted via email, telephone and
face-to-face meetings.
1

UNWTO (2014), The ASEAN River-based Tourism Study.

2

ASEAN Secretariat (2011), ASEAN Tourism Strategic Plan 2011–2015. Jakarta.

3

ASEAN Secretariat (2012), ASEAN Tourism Marketing Strategy 2012–2015. Jakarta.
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1.2 River-based Tourism:
Definition and Overview
Rivers are fascinating places, exhibiting both natural charm
and usefulness for a vast array of human activities including
tourism. They exude beauty, serenity and adventure that
draw visitors’ attention and are a major spatial element of
the landscape of countries. Riverside locations in cities
are often sought after by hotel developers and in the
countryside, they appeal to people because they retain
much of their natural beauty and offer opportunities for
fishing, boating and other forms of recreation.
Even through rivers represent a significant tourism
resource they are a surprisingly neglected aspect of the
global tourism industry. However, the use of rivers is
increasing as people begin to understand the amenities
of river views and tour operators realize the potential for
river-based activities such as transportation, multi-day
river cruises, and day/evening excursions.
Throughout history, the likes of the Amazon, Danube,
Mekong, Nile, and Yangzi Rivers have been used as
transportation routes and as food sources and have
occupied a central place in human history since the
dawn of civilization. They helped sustain the first human
settlements and fostered the accumulation of wealth
based on agriculture and trade.

10

Rivers provide solitude, beauty and interesting history
that appeal to local recreationists and tourists. There are
also a number of significant direct and indirect roles that
rivers play, including: location for activities and places of
tourist interest; transportation corridor for cargo barges
and river cruises; recreational water sport activities;
source of potable drinking water and food; support for
manufacturing; disposal of human and industrial waste;
and provision of hydroelectricity. It goes without saying
that unsustainable use of rivers will degrade their ability
to support all forms of human activity, including tourism.4
There are numerous factors that affect tourist use of rivers,
including spatial (length, width, seasonality, location and
navigability); political (local, state, national, legislative
and riparian); management (planning, catchment,
resource allocation); biological (variety of species, fishing
impacts); industrial (irrigation, manufacturing, sewerage,
human consumption and hydro electricity); recreational
use (swimming, boating, diving, fishing); transportation
(passenger, pleasure cruise); accommodation; and
environmental (toxicity, salinity). These must be carefully
considered in developing river-based tourism plans.
There are a myriad of gaps and challenges in the area
of river-based tourism. Tourism organisations and water
authorities often operate independently from one another
and both could benefit significantly from a basin-based
approach to integrated water resource management
that incorporates tourism as a consideration. It is also
important that there is a clear understanding of the
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interface between national, regional and international
levels of governance as to the uses for water. Documenting
good practice in river tourism is also critical and should be
widely disseminated among relevant stakeholders. And
finally, political will and commitment are critical, and must
be coupled with leadership that can mobilise, harmonise
and sustain efforts towards sustainable integrated water
resource management.5
The above described factors, along with relevant Mekongspecific reports such as the GMS Tourism Marketing
Strategy and Action Plan 6 ; GMS Tourism Sector Strategy7;
the GMS Strategic Framework 2012–20228 ; and ATSP
2016-20259, form an integral part of the report and in
particular the situational analysis.

4

River Tourism. Edited by Bruce Prideaux and Malcolm Cooper, CAB International.
2009.

5

Ibid.

6

MTCO (2015), Experience Mekong GMS Tourism Marketing Strategy and Action Plan
2015-2020.

7

ADB (2005), Greater Mekong Subregion Tourism Sector Strategy 2005–2015.
Manila.

8

ADB (2012), The Greater Mekong Subregion Economic Cooperation Program
Strategic Framework, 2012–2022. Manila.

9

ASEAN Secretariat (2015), In preparation. ASEAN Tourism Strategic Plan
2016–2025. Jakarta.
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2.

Situational
Analysis

2.1 The Mekong River
Geography. The Mekong flows through seven geographic
regions. The river begins in the Tibetan Plateau’s Three
Rivers Area, carving through deep, rocky canyons. It
then drops into the Lancang Basin and Xishaungbanna
in southern Yunnan, PRC, before widening between
northwestern Lao PDR’s limestone mountains and
Myanmar’s highlands, where the waters become calmer.
Starting at Vientiane, the Mekong gets even wider as it
flows through the Korat Plateau’s river valley, and picks up
volume from Lao PDR’s mountain rivers and Thai tributaries.
Just north of Champassak Province in Lao PDR, the river
enters the mostly Cambodian Tonle Sap basin, and then
reaches Tonle Sap’s flood plain, where the rainy-season
overflow reverses the Tonle Sap River’s flow and increases
Tonle Sap Lake’s volume six-fold. When the rains stop, the
Tonle Sap River returns to heading downstream, draining
the lake into the Mekong. The Mekong Delta begins near
Phnom Penh before the Bassac River branches off the
Mekong in Viet Nam and a number of smaller tributaries
drain into the South China Sea.1
History. The earliest recorded civilisation on the Mekong
was the 1st century Indian-Khmer culture of Funan in the
delta. Excavations near An Giang, Viet Nam, have uncovered
Roman Empire coins. The Khmer culture evolved into the
Chenla Kingdom in the 5th century, before the Khmer Empire
was established in the 8th century, with its capital in Angkor.
As the Khmer Empire declined in the 12th century, Laos and
Cambodia became torn between the emerging kingdoms of

12

Siam and Tonkin (northern Viet Nam). Portuguese explorer
Antonio de Faria became the first European to encounter
the Mekong (in the delta) in 1540, and Dutchman Gerrit
van Wuysthoff led a Mekong expedition to Vientiane in
1641-1642. The French colonials arrived in Saigon in
1861, and established a protectorate over Cambodia in
1863. Ernest Doudard de Lagrée and Francis Garnier
led a Mekong expedition from Saigon to Yunnan from
1866-1868, and decided the river had little navigational
use, due to it many falls and rapids. Pyotr Kuzmich Kozlov
discovered the river’s source in 1900. The Indochina Wars
expelled the French and the US, and the former colonies
and Thailand regained control of the Mekong.
Navigability. One of the many challenges faced by the
four MRC member countries is how to overcome the
natural obstacle of the Khone Falls on the CambodiaLao border to create a continuous route from the mouth
of the river to upstream from the falls. Without structural
measures, it is impossible for commercial vessels to ply
through the Khone Falls. Depending on the volume of
cargo and passengers, one option may be to combine
river transport with road transit, although this needs to
be carefully considered and take into account economic
feasibility. It does not stop there, however, as the river
is very wide and very shallow 200 km upstream and
downstream of the Khone Falls, requiring major works if
navigation is to be improved. Additionally, the MRC and
its consultants have identified as many as 44 dangerous
areas (DAs) between Lao PDR’s Houei Xay and Pakse.
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Livelihoods. Some 60 percent of the Mekong River
basin’s population relies on agriculture for food security
and their livelihoods, with irrigation accounting for more
than 70% of the basin’s water use. Rice is the major rainyseason crop, with paddies covering more than 10 million
hectares of the Mekong’s basin. Most rice farming takes
place in Northeast Thailand (low yield) and the delta
(high yield). Cassava, sugar cane, soybean, and maize
are also grown during the rains, with riverbank vegetable
gardens cropping up when the high river waters recede
in November.2 Also during the dry season, the exposed
floodplains (grasslands) are used for grazing livestock.
Fishing provides another livelihood for some 60 million
inhabitants along the Mekong River, which accounts for
up to 25 percent of the global freshwater catch.3 The
Mekong and its basin rivers and channels have historically
been the main means for transporting people and goods
to villages on the banks, and is still the only method for
reaching remote communities. River flows and levels
govern navigation as well as the size of the vessels used.
River-based cruises and tourism activities also provide
livelihoods for the Mekong’s people, with many major
attractions and destinations (e.g., Angkor Wat, Luang
Prabang, Mekong Delta, Vat Phou) located on or near the
river. Tourists are also attracted to the river’s natural assets
including freshwater dolphins, wetlands, and birds.4
Key Existing Mekong River Cruise Routes. The
Mekong Delta dominates the river’s current cruise tourism
scene in passenger numbers and vessels, due in part to
its major ports’ fast and easy road access from Ho Chi

Minh City, the region’s brand recognition and effective
marketing, and modern docking facilities. Compact 1 to
2-day cruises, many by sampan, embark and disembark
from My Tho and Can Tho to floating villages and markets,
CBT activities and homestays, and significant historical
and religious sites. Luxury multiday delta cruise itineraries
take travellers to-from Phnom Penh. Tonle Sap cruises are
popular as an option for travelling between Phnom Penh
and Siem Reap, with brief 2 or 3-day itineraries taking
in floating fishing villages and cultural attractions. The
Chiang Khong (Thailand) to Houei Xay to Luang Prabang
(Lao PDR) cruise has long been the main transportation
connection to/from Chiang Rai, and 2-day itineraries stop
at riverside ethnic villages and the notable Pak Ou Cave
with an overnight in Pak Beng. A cruise on the Thai side
of the Mekong (Nong Khai-Nakhon Phanom) is offered by
Mekong Cruises, and Lao PDR’s Champassak Province
is a growing cruise arena due to river-based attractions
including the Vat Phou UNESCO-listed heritage site,
French colonial infrastructure, CBT activities, and spotting
freshwater dolphins.
For product development purposes and to assist cruise
operators in planning or expanding routes, this report
suggests dividing the Mekong River into seven segments,
which will be presented later in this report in the form of
maps and itineraries.

1

Mekong River Commission, www.mrcmekong.org/mekong-basin.

2

Mekong River Commission, www.mrcmekong.org/mekong-basin.

3

World Wildlife Fund, www.worldwildlife.org/places/greater-mekong.

4

Mekong River Awareness, www.mekong.riverawarenesskit.org.
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2.2 The Mekong River Commission
The MRC’s vision for the Mekong is an economically
prosperous, socially just and environmentally sound
Mekong River Basin. Established in 1995, the MRC is
an intergovernmental body serving the Mekong member
countries of Cambodia, Lao PDR, Thailand and Viet
Nam to achieve the basin vision and promote/coordinate
sustainable management and development of water and
related resources for the countries’ mutual benefit and the
people’s well being.
By signing the 1995 Mekong Agreement, the member
countries of the MRC have committed themselves
to cooperate in all fields of sustainable development,
utilisation, management and conservation of water and
related resources of the basin. These include irrigation,
hydropower, navigation, flood control, fisheries, timber
floating, recreation and tourism.5
For many centuries, local communities and traders have
used the Mekong River network to transport goods and
passengers. Article 9 of the 1995 Mekong Agreement
stipulates the principle of freedom of navigation
throughout the mainstream of the Mekong. Accordingly,
Lao PDR and Thailand have signed along with the PRC
and Myanmar the Agreement on Commercial Navigation
on the Lancang-Mekong River from the Chinese port of
Simao to Luang Prabang in Lao PDR. With this agreement,

14

the entire Mekong River downstream from Simao is
accorded with freedom of navigation, facilitating regional
and international trade.
Under its current strategy, the MRC plays four distinctive
roles to (i) develop and implement Article 9 of the
Agreement (Freedom of Navigation); (ii) provide technical
products and services; (iii) strengthen institutions and
capacity; and (iv) promote and coordinate different
investments in regional infrastructure.
While tourism is not central to the MRC vision and mission,
it is recognised at a strategic level where documents state
the sector has proven to be a major force for social and
economic development in all MRC Member Countries,
and water-based tourism could play an important part in
the diversification strategy to keep the tourism industry
healthy and growing. Waterborne tourism has an added
benefit in creating lots of jobs and, if managed well, the
environmental impact is small. Major tourist sites are
located close to a number of navigable channels and in
reach of well equipped cruise ships. The MRC suggests
that cross-border waterborne tourism in the region could
add substantially to the existing tourism offering.
Interestingly, under the Navigation Program (NAP)
Document 2013-2015, there is specific mention of the MRC
developing a Mekong Ports and Tourism Atlas. And under
outcome 1, entitled Cross-Border and International Trade
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Opportunities for Navigation in the Mekong Basin, there is
a section that discusses the potential and importance of
tourism for the Mekong River.
In the section Relevance of Waterborne Passenger
Transport and Tourism, the report states that there is
huge potential for waterborne tourism, even ecotourism.
New international traffic opportunities such as tourist boat
services between Siem Reap and Ho Chi Minh City are
being promoted through the new navigation agreement
between the two countries. Port facilities in Ho Chi Minh
City and Phnom Penh will complement plans for improving
the Chong Kneas Port on the Tonle Sap Lake near the
Angkor temple complex. The potential for waterborne
tourism in Lao PDR remains limited due to inadequate
ports, landing areas, reliability, and safety.

traffic and trade scenarios for waterborne transport on
the Mekong River as a basis for further development. The
different transport scenarios will identify opportunities for
private-sector development and the need for supportive
policies for passenger transport and tourism. The potential
impact on cultural and natural sites and the feasibility for
tourism will be linked.6

Expansion of the tourism industry has until now been a
major impulse to private sector growth in all MRC member
countries. Until now, however, no clear policy has been
formulated to develop waterborne tourism nor has specific
support been made available to this branch of the industry.
The NAP Document 2013-2015 also points out that
waterborne transport is close to tourism, especially as it can
create a link to diversified wetland areas where ecotourism
is becoming an increasing focus, and it proposes a Master
Plan for Regional Waterborne Transport as a means for
identifying potential projects in the region and establishing

5

http://www.mrcmekong.org/.

6

Mekong River Commission (2012), Navigation Programme (NAP) Document
2013-2015.

UNWTO • Mekong River-based Tourism Product Development

15

https://www.e-unwto.org/doi/book/10.18111/9789284418015 - Monday, January 09, 2023 5:17:31 PM - IP Address:52.90.204.158

2.3 The Greater Mekong Sub-region
The Greater Mekong Sub-region (GMS) is comprised
of Cambodia, PRC (Yunnan and Guangxi), Lao PDR,
Myanmar, Thailand and Viet Nam. In recognition of the
substantial contribution that tourism can make to poverty
reduction, sustainable development, and inclusive
economic growth, subregional tourism cooperation has
been included as a flagship program in the GMS Economic
Cooperation Program since its inception in 1992.

for sub-regional tourism cooperation in which the GMS’s
tourism industry is integrated, prosperous and equitable
with effective partnerships and knowledge sharing.7
A recent UNWTO River and Ocean Cruise Tourism
workshop,8 held at the Mekong Tourism Forum (MTF) and
sponsored by VNAT, provided an overview of river- and
ocean-based tourism in the region and highlighted the
current challenges and strategies in terms of infrastructure,
key routes, source markets, and market access.

The Asian Development Bank (ADB), in its role as the
leading development partner in the GMS, has supported
tourism development over the past decade through
grant and loan projects including the Mekong Tourism
Development Project, Sustainable Tourism Development
Project and most recently the Tourism Infrastructure for
Inclusive Growth Project. These projects have provided
tens of millions of dollars in investment in tourism product
development, infrastructure, capacity development and
marketing.

The workshop used two UNWTO reports – UNWTO
Report: Initial Situation Analysis on River-Based Tourism
in ASEAN Countries and Sustainable Cruise Development
Strategies: Tackling the Challenges in Itinerary Design in
South-East Asia, the latter which is in draft form pending
final publication - as the basis for discussing river and
ocean cruise tourism in the GMS and ASEAN. Five key
challenge and strategy areas were discussed including
policies, partnerships, product development, promotion,
and positioning.

The ADB also provides institutional support to the MTCO,
which is charged with serving as the Secretariat of the GMS
Tourism Working Group (TWG), by coordinating tourism
development projects and knowledge management, and
assisting the GMS countries to jointly promote the Mekong as
a single tourism destination. Recently, the ADB provided a
technical assistance grant to develop a strategic direction

Policies: river and ocean cruise tourism requires multicountry access in the GMS. In order to build itineraries
throughout the region, policies will need to be put in place
for greater visa access and immigration coordination. In
addition, cruise tourism in the GMS will depend on policies
to improve infrastructure as well as guidelines to ensure
the benefits of cruise tourism reach the community.
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Partnerships: in many parts of the GMS, rivers and
oceans are a central part of life and often livelihoods. They
are at the centre of civilizations in the region. Cruise tourism
on those rivers and oceans has the potential to connect
travellers to local life and inject money from elsewhere into
those livelihoods. In order to fulfil this potential, the nations
of the GMS should work together, and in collaboration
with the private sector where appropriate, to facilitate
cross-border passage, to develop and promote a broader
variety of cruise tourism itineraries in the region, and to
promote cruise tourism as both a means of transportation
and a rich cultural experience in the GMS.

Promotion and positioning: through cruise tourism,
stakeholders can also market secondary and tertiary
destinations to various demographics and psychographics.
Together with destinations, cruise companies and ports
should promote the GMS “Mekong” brand. Currently, tour
operators promote the region with itineraries that do not
capitalise on the substantial cultural and natural resources
outside of the major destinations on a typical itinerary. For
example, some cruise itineraries simply “tick the boxes” of
a country’s major destinations without providing enough
time for deeper, more local experiences.

Product development: river and ocean cruise tourism
offers experiences across several countries in the region
and can serve as a means of promoting and developing the
GMS as a single tourism destination. The GMS is known
for the Mekong River, but there are many other major rivers
that can be developed and promoted as cruise tourism
products such as the Irawaddy, Chao Phraya, and Red
Rivers. Even in the case of ocean cruise tourism rivers are
key attractions in the region, with popular shore excursions
that are river-based, such as visiting the Mekong Delta,
Ha Long Bay, and Chao Phraya River. Rivers are, and will
continue to be, an attraction for cruise passengers even
when arriving by ocean. Furthermore, river and ocean
cruise tourism is a means for offering experiences across
several countries in the region and serving as a catalyst for
integrating the GMS tourism products.

7

Mekong Tourism Coordinating Office (2015). Experience Mekong Strategy and
Action Plan 2015-2020. Thailand.

8

Mekong Tourism Forum (June 2015). Da Nang, Viet Nam.

UNWTO • Mekong River-based Tourism Product Development

17

https://www.e-unwto.org/doi/book/10.18111/9789284418015 - Monday, January 09, 2023 5:17:31 PM - IP Address:52.90.204.158

2.4 The Association
of Southeast Asian Nations
As the implementation period of the ATSP 2011-2015
nears completion, significant progress has been reported
in facilitating the free flow of services and skilled labour
within ASEAN through implementation of the ASEAN
Mutual Recognition Arrangement (MRA) on Tourism
Professionals. Important progress has also been made in
developing comprehensive tourism standards for green
hotels, home stays, spa services, public toilets, clean
tourist cities and community-based tourism. Supporting
certification processes have also been developed to help
enhance the quality of tourism human resources, services
and facilities in the region.
The ATSP vision is to develop ASEAN as a single tourist
destination by 2025.9 The vision states:
“ASEAN will be a quality tourism destination offering
a unique, diverse ASEAN experience, and will be
committed to responsible, sustainable, inclusive and
balanced tourism development, so as to contribute
significantly to the socio-economic well-being of
ASEAN people.”

18

The core strategic objective of the forthcoming
ATSP 2016–2025 is to increase competitiveness by
(i) intensifying promotion and marketing; (ii) diversifying
ASEAN tourism products; (iii) enhancing investment
in tourism infrastructure, products and services;
(iv) raising the capacity and capability of tourism human
resources; (v) implementing and expanding standards
for facilities, services and destinations; (vi) improving and
expanding connectivity and destination infrastructure;
and (vii) enhancing travel facilitation. The plan aims to
ensure sustainable and inclusive tourism outcomes by
mainstreaming local community and public-private sector
participation in the tourism supply chain at the destination
level, strengthening tourist safety and security, prioritising
protection and maintenance of natural and cultural
heritage, and increasing responsiveness to environmental
protection and climate change.
In ASEAN and the GMS, emphasis is on boosting the
number of international tourists that travel to more than
one country. This is to be achieved by enabling the private
sector to develop, promote, and operate competitive
nature-based tourism, cultural and heritage tourism, CBT,
and cruise and river-based tourism products than can
be linked in multi-country itineraries. In order for riverbased tourism to meaningfully develop along the Mekong,
it is imperative that the GMS and ASEAN cooperative
frameworks are engaged, harmonised and aligned.
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The UNWTO report entitled Sustainable Cruise Development Strategies: Tackling the Challenges in Itinerary
Design in South-East Asia outlines eight strategies for
development of sustainable cruise development, including:
i) focus efforts on controlling demand rather than stimulating
it; ii) assess the sustainable development needs across
the entire value chain and visitor experience; iii) quantify
the value of natural and cultural heritage conservation to
cruise tourism; iv) optimise the value of the destination’s
natural and cultural heritage through appropriate pricing
models; v) position responsible tourism as an innovative
pillar of the region’s cruise tourism promotion; vi) stimulate
a regional culture of interest for improving and innovating in
the context of sustainable tourism; vii) integrate sustainable
cruise tourism components into data collection, monitoring
and performance measurement; and viii) create a regional
network for data-driven collaboration in sustainable cruise
tourism.10

9

ASEAN Secretariat (2015), In preparation. ASEAN Tourism Strategic Plan
2016–2025. Jakarta.

10

Sustainable Cruise Development Strategies: Tackling the Challenges in Itinerary
Design in South-East Asia.

19

https://www.e-unwto.org/doi/book/10.18111/9789284418015 - Monday, January 09, 2023 5:17:31 PM - IP Address:52.90.204.158

2.5 Regional and International
Tourism State of Play
Global tourism trends: according to the World Tourism
Organization (UNWTO) international tourist arrivals
increased by 4.7% worldwide in 2014, the fifth consecutive
year of growth since the financial crisis of 2009, and
reaching a record 1.133 billion arrivals. International
tourist receipts generated in destination countries from
expenditure on accommodation, food, local transport,
shopping, entertainment and other goods and services
was equivalent to $1.245 trillion, representing about 9%
of global gross domestic product and one in eleven jobs
worldwide.
France, with close to 85 million international arrivals, was
the most visited country followed (in order) by the USA,
Spain and China (55.6 million international arrivals and
$56.9 billion in tourism receipts).
Leisure travel accounted for 53% of total international tourist
arrivals, while visiting friends and relatives, religious reasons,
and pilgrimages were also key reasons for travel (27%).
The majority of international tourism is intraregional,
with about 80% of global arrivals originating in the same
region, and air is the preferred mode of transport by just
over half (54%) of all international tourists. Between 2010
and 2030, worldwide growth in international tourist arrivals
is expected to continue at an average pace of 3.3% per
year to reach 1.8 billion by 2030.

20

Remarkably, in 2014, outbound Chinese tourists spent
$165 billion, $54.1 billion more than any other outbound
source market. Other top spenders were the United
States, Germany, the United Kingdom and the Russian
Federation, the latter losing around $3.1 billion in
expenditures between 2013 and 2014 to fall back into
5th place.11
Asia and the Pacific: in 2014 Asia and the Pacific received
more than 263 million international tourists, an increase
of 5.4% compared to 2013. Tourism receipts totalled
$377.4 billion, up $17.1 billion compared to 2013. This
represents just over 23% of the world’s total international
tourist arrivals and more than 30% of global tourism
receipts. UNWTO is forecasting Asia and the Pacific to
remain the fastest growing region in the world through
2030, when international arrivals are expected to reach
535 million and represent 30% of global market share.
Southeast Asia: in 2014 ASEAN destinations welcomed
96.7 million tourist arrivals and some $106.8 billion in
tourism receipts (excluding the cost of international
travel). This represents 8.5% of global tourist arrivals and
8.6% of global tourism receipts. Within ASEAN, Malaysia
is the largest recipient of international tourists with
27.4 million while Thailand receives the most in receipts
($38.4 billion).
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Greater Mekong Sub-region: the GMS faced a setback
in growth during 2014, largely because of a sizeable
contraction in arrivals into Thailand (-6.7%), which carried
with it a loss of 1.8 million arrivals to the Kingdom. The
overall growth rate for the GMS (not including China) was,
therefore, kept to less than 1% in 2014 compared to 2013
(table 2.1). In spite of this, the CAGR in international tourist
arrivals between 2010 and 2014 was a strong 14.0%.
Thailand’s share of total GMS arrivals has declined from
61% in 2004 to 56% in 2013, but still remains the major
international gateway to the sub-region. By country,
international tourist arrivals are growing fastest in Myanmar
a result of the extensive political and economic reforms
that began in 2011. The number of annual domestic trips in
Thailand (over 100 million) and Viet Nam (over 35 million)
is also significant.
Of the 44.4 million international arrivals to the GMS
in 2014, demand came from several key source
markets in Asia led by the PRC (7.679 million), Malaysia
(3.731 million), Thailand (3.311 million), the Republic of Korea
(3.155 million), Viet Nam (2.571 million) Japan
(2.428 million) and Russia (2.136 million).

Table 2.1
Country

In 2014 the PRC was the first or second largest source
market in Cambodia, Myanmar, Thailand, and Viet
Nam, and the third largest source market in Lao PDR
(table 2.3). Thailand was the top source market for Lao
PDR, Myanmar and Yunnan, China. Visitors from Viet Nam
formed the largest share of international tourist arrivals
to Cambodia. Long haul source markets from Europe
comprised approximately 17% of international tourist
arrivals in 2014, well down from the 20% of 2004 while
those from the Americas were less than 5% in 2014 down
from a level of almost 8% a decade earlier.
There are notable improvements in air and land access
across the GMS in recent years. Transnational highways
link most major GMS urban centres and there are five
international bridges spanning the Mekong River at
strategic locations in the North–South, East–West,
and central GMS economic corridors. There are
32 international airports in the GMS that in 2014 received
276,524 scheduled international inbound flights with a
total seat capacity of 56.20 million seats.12 Overland travel
is being made easier by the GMS cross-border transport
agreement, which is facilitating growing investment in
international tourist coach services and the movement of
personal vehicles across borders.

International tourist arrivals to the Greater Mekong Subregion, 2010-2014 (millions)
Charge (%)
2010

2011

2012

2013

2014

Cambodia

2,508

2,882

3,584

4,210

4,503

7.0

15.8

Lao PDR

2,513

2,724

3,330

3,779

4,159

10.1

13.4

Myanmar

0,310

0,391

1,059

2,044

3,081

50.7

77.6

Thailand

15,936

19,230

22,354

26,547

24,780

-6.7

11.7

Viet Nam

5,050

6,251

6,848

7,572

7,874

4.0

11.7

26,317

31,478

37,175

44,152

44,397

0.6

14.0

Total

14/13

CAGR 10/14

Lao PDR: Lao People’s Democratic Republic.
Source: National Tourism Organizations. Mekong Tourism Coordinating Office.

11

World Tourism Organization (2015), UNWTO Tourism Highlights, 2015 Edition.
Madrid.

12

SRS Analyzer via PATA mPower.
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Table 2.2

International tourist receipts to the Greater Mekong Subregion, 2010-2014 (US$ millions)
Charge (%)

Country

2010

2011

2012

2013

2014

14/13

CAGR 10/14

1,519

2,084

2,462

2,659

2,953

11.1

18.1

Lao PDR

382

406

506

596

642

7.7

13.9

Myanmar

72

281

539

929

1,400

50.7

110.0

Thailand

20,104

27,184

33,855

41,780

38,437

-8.0

17.6

Viet Nam

4,450

5,710

6,850

7,250

7,330

1.1

13.3

26,527

35,665

44,212

53,214

50,762

-4.6

17.6
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Cambodia

Total

Lao PDR: Lao People’s Democratic Republic. Receipts for Myanmar in 2014 are estimated.
Sources: National Tourism Organizations. Mekong Tourism Coordinating Office. UNWTO Tourism Highlights, 2015, 2014 Editions.

Table 2.3

Top 5 international arrivals the Greater Mekong destinations, 2014

To

From

Cambodia

Myanmar

From

Arrivals

Viet Nam

905,801

Thailand

2,043,761

China

560,335

Vietnam

1,108,332

Lao PDR

460,191

Korea (ROK)

424,424

Korea (ROK)

96,085

Thailand

279,457

USA

61,460

Thailand

198,031

China

4,623,806

China

125,609

Malaysia

2,644,052

Japan

83,434

Russian Federation

1,603,813

USA

62,631

Japan

1,265,307

Korea (ROK)

58,472

Korea (ROK)

1,117,449

China

Viet Nam

Arrivals

To

Lao PDR

Thailand

China

422,440

1,947,236

Korea (ROK)

847,958

Japan

647,956

USA

443,776

Cambodia

404,159

Sources: National Tourism Organizations. Compiled by the Tourism Action Group (TAG), College of Innovation, Thammasat University, Thailand.

Table 2.4

Relative share of international arrivals into the GMS Subregion, 2004 and 2014

Origin region

International arrivals

2014

202,827

0.5

0.4

1,469,207

2,446,293

7.9

4.8

11,301,425

31,429,741

60.9

62.3

Europe

3,755,680

8,659,959

20.3

17.2

Pacific

720,906

1,643,607

3.9

3.3

1,195,990

6,094,645

6.4

12.1

18,543,681

50,477,072

100.0

100.0

Americas
Asia

Other countries
Total

2014

100,473

Share (%)
2004

Africa

2004

Source: National Tourism Organizations. Compiled by the Tourism Action Group (TAG), College of Innovation, Thammasat University, Thailand
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2.6 GMS National Tourism States
of Play
The five countries included in this study all have strong
tourism performance. This section provides a snapshot
of respective national tourism industries in terms of
contribution to economy, arrival/revenue statistics and
key performing source markets. The significance of the
Mekong River to national tourism in terms of geography,
relative importance of river-based tourism to the overall
national tourism offer, and public policy are also described.
Specific existing tour programs and highlights of major
ports cities along the Mekong River are presented in a later
section entitled 41 Key Mekong River Ports and Landings.
Cambodia: with a population of 15.4 million and a GDP
of 15.7 billion ($1,016 per capita), Cambodia ranked
105th in the 2015 World Economic Forum (WEF) Travel
and Tourism Competitiveness Index (TTCI).13 The country
received 4.5 million international visitors in 2014, a 7.0%
increase compared to 2013. The direct contribution
of travel and tourism to the economy in 2014 was
$2.9 billion or 10.4 percent of GDP with just under one
million people employed.14 According to the WTTC, the
relative importance of tourism to the economy is ranked
83rd.15
Viet Nam (905,801) was the largest generating source
market, comprising 20% of international tourist arrivals,
followed by PRC (12.4%), Lao PDR (10.2%), the Republic
of Korea (9.4%), and Thailand (5%). International tourists

that visit as part of a package tour stay on average
4.6–4.9 days, while free independent travellers stay for
6 days. Average daily spending across all international
markets is about $120 per day. The international airports
in Phnom Penh and Siem Reap together receive 50.5%
of all international tourist arrivals, while 47.4% enter the
country through overland borders, and 2.1% enter by
water. Not surprisingly, Siem Reap and the temples of
Angkor is the most popular destination, welcoming 46% of
all international tourist arrivals in 2014, while in comparison
Phnom Penh received 42%.16
In terms of the Mekong River, the UNESCO World Heritage
site of Angkor is a well-recognized cultural jewel in the
region. It is not located on the Mekong River, but linked
to it by a 100-kilometer-long channel and the Tonle Sap
(Great Lake) for which the Mekong either flows to or
from depending on the season. Through Cambodia, the
Mekong moves from the remote northern highlands of
dense forested mountains down to the alluvial plain where
it meets Viet Nam and the expansive Mekong Delta.
River-based tourism is steadily growing in Cambodia,
though there are many opportunities for further
development. Phnom Penh plays a pivotal role, as it is
the geographical hub for cruises to/from the Mekong
Delta, Tonle Sap Lake and Siem Reap, and the Mekong
Discovery Trail running to the Lao PDR border. However,
the latter is underutilised due to ease of road transport,
lack of promotion, and poor cross-border connectivity.
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Lao PDR: with a population of 6.8 million and a GDP of
$10 billion ($1,476 per capita), the country ranked 96th in
the 2015 WEF TTCI. In 2014 the Lao PDR welcomed 4.16
million international visitors, an increase of 10.1% compared
to 2013. The direct contribution to the Lao economy by
tourism in 2014 was $642 million, an increase of 7.7 percent
as compared to 2013. The WTTC reports that in 2014 travel
and tourism directly supported 129,500 jobs or 4.2 percent
of total employment. According to the WTTC, the relative
importance of tourism to the economy is ranked 124.
With just over 2 million arrivals, Thailand accounted for
the majority (49.1%) of international arrivals, followed
by Viet Nam 26.7% and PRC 10.2%. The top long-haul
markets were the Republic of Korea (2.3%) and the
United States (1.5%). Arrivals from PRC increased by a
staggering 72%, while Viet Nam (22%) and Korea (17.5%)
also grew significantly from a substantial base. Lao PDR
reports an average length of stay of 7.9 days with longhaul visitors staying on average for 8.4 days and regional
tourists (entering with a passport) for 3 days. Many lower
spend day trippers enter with border passes through land
borders at Vientiane, Savannakhet, and Luang Namtha.
The most visited destinations are Vientiane Capital, Luang
Prabang, Savannakhet, Vientiane Province, Champassak,
and Khammouane. The main purpose of travel among all
markets is leisure (84%), and main interests are nature
(70%), culture (79%), and religious monuments (61%).
Most visitors obtain tourist information from guide books/
travel magazines (41%), the Internet (30%), and word of
mouth (26%). Only 165,906 international visitors used the
services of an inbound tour operator. Over 50% of arrivals
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to the Lao PDR also visit Thailand and 17% visit Thailand
and another country in Southeast Asia.17
The Mekong River valley characterizes the landscape
of the western boundary of Lao PDR. The ‘Nam Kong’
is a transportation spine for the country, with year round
navigable waters for much of its extent. Swiftly moving
through otherwise inaccessible areas, the Mekong serves
as a local highway. The sights and adventures of river
travel in this area are unique and a significant tourism
resource for the country. Lao PDR is the smallest partner
in the GMS, and has an opportunity to greatly benefit from
cooperative promotions and marketing of the Mekong as
a tourism destination and attraction.
The Mekong River spends more time in Lao PDR than
all other ASEAN countries, yet its river-based tourism
potential remains relatively untapped. The well-established
Luang Prabang to Houei Xay route and cruise activities
in southern Champassak Province reflect the Mekong’s
tourism potential. However, the remainder of the river in
Lao PDR sees little river-based activity. In spite of the
growth of CBT in the upper Mekong and the lure of the
Golden Triangle, river-based tourism is virtually nonexistent. The same holds true for the Mekong’s run from
Vientiane to its entry into Champassak, though landbased tourism is growing at port cities such as Thakaek
and Savannakhet. Lao and Thai government officials are
currently focusing on the possible development of the
Luang Prabang-Chiang Saen route, though this could be
extended to Vientiane-Nong Khai, especially if Vientiane
carries out a proposed port development.
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Myanmar: with a population of 64.9 million and a GDP
of $56.4 billion ($869 per capita) Myanmar placed 134th
in its debut on the WEF TTCI 2015 ranking. In 2014, the
emerging tourism destination received 3.1 million visitors
representing a staggering 50.7% increase as compared
to 2013. Tourism receipts were equally encouraging
with $1.4 billion earned as compared to $929 million in
2013 (50.7% year on year increase) representing about
1.4% of GDP. The WTTC reports that in 2014 travel and
tourism directly supported 505,000 jobs or 1.8 percent
of total employment. According to the WTTC, the relative
importance of tourism to the economy is ranked 99th.
Myanmar’s source markets are well balanced with
Thailand producing 6.4% of arrivals followed by PRC
(4.1%), Japan (2.7%), Korea (1.9%) and the United States
(2.0%). The average length of stay for overnight tourists
is 9 nights and average daily spending is $170 per day.
It is important to recognize that of the total number of
international tourists in 2014, there were 1.14 million day
trippers, mainly entering the country from Thailand through
land borders at Myawaddy and Thachileik. According
to the Myanmar Tourism Master Plan, Yangon receives
94% of international overnight visitors, 27% visit Bagan, and
15% visit Inle Lake.18 Mandalay, another popular destination
for international tourists,has direct scheduled flights from
Thailand and accounts for 27% of international overnight
tourists. The main purpose of travel is leisure (77%)
and business (19%). Most international tourists travel
independently (67%) and are interested in culture and
history (98%), food (90%), and nature/visiting protected

areas (83%). About 17% of international tourists use the
services of an inbound tour operator. The main source of
tourist information is the Internet, guidebooks, and word
of mouth.19
As a result of sweeping political and economic reforms,
Myanmar is enjoying unprecedented tourism growth in
recent years. The Mekong River demarcates a boundary
between Lao PDR, Thailand and Myanmar in the region
popularized as The Golden Triangle. The physical contact
of Myanmar with the Mekong is comparatively short, about
200 kilometers, but its historical association with minority
populations is ancient.
Mekong river-based tourism is non-existent in Myanmar
for several reasons including a lack of tourism products,
developed infrastructure, and general safety and security.
However, this short stretch of the Mekong holds appeal
as it remains unexplored and features pristine nature and
ethnic groups that cannot be easily accessed except by
boat.
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Thailand: with a population of 64.9 million and a GDP of
$387.2 billion ($5,674 per capita), Thailand is the standard
bearer of tourism in the GMS. Despite recent turbulence
in the country, international visitor arrivals remained
impressive at 24.8 million in 2014, a 6.6% decrease
compared to 2013. The country is placed an impressive
35th in the 2015 WEF TTCI rankings and earned
$38.4 billion in tourism received as compared to
$41.7 billion in 2013. The WTTC reports that in 2014
travel and tourism directly supported 2,210,000 jobs or
5.8% of total employment. According to the WTTC,
the relative importance of tourism to the economy is
ranked 18.

Though the Mekong dominates Thailand’s lengthy
northern and northeastern border, cruise tourism and
river-based activities play a minor role compared to
Cambodia, Lao PDR, and Viet Nam. The Tourism Authority
of Thailand has had limited success in promoting river
destinations via road tourism with its extensive publication,
“The Mekong, Journeys along the River of Life”. Short
boats rides are popular in the Golden Triangle and Chiang
Khan. Elsewhere, only Mekong River Cruises offers a
voyage between Nong Khai and Nakhon Phanom.

The PRC was the largest generating source market,
accounting for 18.7% of international tourist arrivals,
followed by Malaysia (10.7%), the Russian Federation
(6.5%), Japan (5.1%) and the Republic of Korea (4.5%).
Other significant source markets are India, Singapore,
the United Kingdom, the United States, and Australia.
The average length of stay in Thailand is 9.9 days with an
average daily spend of $140. Suvannabhumi International
Airport in Bangkok, the main air gateway to the GMS,
receives the majority of Thailand’s international tourists
followed by Phukhet International Airport and Don Meuang
International Airport, which has become a popular gateway
in recent years. Notably, nearly a million visitors entered
through the land border with Lao PDR at Nong Khai. Top
destinations in Thailand are Bangkok, Phuket, Pattaya and
Chiang Mai (2.3 million visitors). The main purpose of visit
is leisure, medical treatment and business.
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Viet Nam: with 89.7 million people, Viet Nam is the
most populous of the five countries analysed in this
report. It has a GDP of $171 billion ($1,902 per capita)
and is ranked 75th in the WEF TTCI. Viet Nam received
7.9 million international tourists in 2014, an increase of
4.0% compared to 2013. The country earned $7.3 billion
or 4.6% of GDP with some 1,963,500 people (3.7% of total
jobs) reportedly directly employed in the sector. According
to the WTTC, the relative importance of tourism to the
economy is ranked 51.
The PRC accounted for 24.7% of international arrivals in
2014 followed by the Republic of Korea 10.8%, Japan
8.2%, the United States 5.6% and Cambodia 5.1%.20
Other important medium– and long–haul markets are
Malaysia, Australia, France and Thailand. International
tourists that visit as part of a package tour comprise
48% of all international arrivals and stay for 10.8 days on
average while free independent travellers’ average length
of stay is 12 days. European free independent travellers
have the longest average length of stay (15.6 days).
In comparison, package tours catering to Asian markets
stay for 7.8 days on average. Visitors from Japan spend
the most per day ($160), followed by visitors from Hong
Kong, China ($148), Indonesia ($143), Singapore ($136),
and Malaysia ($131). The most popular destinations are
Ho Chi Minh City, Ha Long Bay, Hanoi, and Da Nang, while
the Mekong Delta is attracting increasing numbers of
tourists. The main purpose of travel among all international
markets is leisure (60%), business (17%), and visiting
friends and relatives (17%). Culture and nature are the

main attractions. Vietnamese cuisine is also an important
tourism asset.
Viet Nam’s delta region is the most heavily cruised
segment of the Mekong on its run through GMS countries.
Its main attractions include floating markets and villages,
its maze of canals, delta life, cultural and historical sites,
CBT activities, and distinct natural environment. The
delta’s popularity is also due to its proximity to, and ease
of access from, Ho Chi Minh City, which is an international
air hub and first-tier destination. Brand recognition,
river connectivity to Phnom Penh and Siem Reap, pier
development, and vessel quality add to its appeal. Though
its river-based tourism market is maturing, there is plenty
of room for growth, but care must be taken to avoid
saturation.
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2015 is the sixth edition of the TTCI, which covers a 141 economies and provides
a comprehensive strategic tool for measuring the set of factors and policies that
enable the sustainable development of the Travel & Tourism sector, which in turn,
contributes to the development and competitiveness of a country.
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World Travel & Tourism Council, Travel and Tourism Economic Impact 2015.
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World Travel & Tourism Council, World Ranking out of 184 countries in absolute
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Ministry of Tourism, Cambodia (2014), Tourism Statistics Annual Report 2014.
Phnom Penh.
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Ministry of Information, Culture, and Tourism, Lao PDR (2014), Tourism Statistics
Annual Report 2014. Vientiane.
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Ministry of Hotels and Tourism, Myanmar (2012), Myanmar Tourism Master Plan
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2.7 Mekong River Port Tourism
Products and Infrastructure

between Pakse, Lao PDR, and Phnom Penh as well as
the delta region in Viet Nam and in northwestern Lao PDR.

The range and type of tourism products and infrastructure
along the Mekong River varies due to several reasons as
the below list of 41 Key Mekong River Ports and Landings
shows.

There is a diverse variety of leisure and soft adventure
activities, niche market experiences, and local handicrafts
available at riverside destinations. The offerings generally
depend on the destination’s environment, history, culture,
and local’s livelihoods. Many Mekong port city businesses
rent bicycles to visit nearby sites and villages, and some
tour operators offer cycling tours. Several vessels plying
the Mekong Delta carry bicycles onboard for tours of the
villages they call on. Chiang Saen, the 4,000 Islands in
Lao PDR’s Champassak Province, and Cambodia’s Kratie
and Stung Treng offer well-developed cycling routes in
towns and surrounding areas, and other destinations
could benefit from well-designed self-cycling circuits with
signage and maps.

Boat landings, such as wharfs, jetties and piers, tend to
be well developed at locations where overland tourists or
cargo vessels most frequently visit such as Cambodia’s
Capital Phnom Penh and Chiang Saen, Thailand.
Conversely, less visited, more remote destinations, many
of which offer CBT and nature-based activities, have less
developed landing infrastructure, as they tend to serve
mostly local river traffic. However, construction of modern
piers, such as that in My Tho, Viet Nam, and Chiang
Khan, Thailand, have driven river-based tourism, while
key Mekong destinations including Luang Prabang and
Vientiane in Lao PDR, could benefit from a major upgrade.
Similarly, accommodation options vary from port to port,
and generally reflect demand. Larger, more frequently
visited riverside destinations generally offer a range
of accommodation from hostels and guesthouses to
4-5 star hotels. Smaller riverside ports, many of which
serve as hubs for inland activities such as trekking and
ethnic village visits, tend to offer clean guesthouses, 3-star
hotels, bungalows, and boutique accommodation. CBT
homestays are most prevalent along the Mekong River
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Other leisure and soft adventure activities are available to
a lesser degree, though there is room for further product
development. Trekking tends to take place on inland
mountains and do not seem well suited to the current
cruise market. However, there is room for the development
of nature trails on less hilly terrain. Kayaking and canoeing
options at Mekong destinations are limited to calmer areas
along the banks, though they carry some risk due to the
river’s strong current just off shore, seasonality, and hidden
rock clusters. These tours would require experienced
kayakers to establish routes and lead flotillas for safety
reasons. There are also opportunities for niche products
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such as fishing, which is a popular past time around the
world, and foreign anglers could be tempted by using local
fishing methods and then preparing their catch as meals.
Bird watchers are known to spend large sums to spot
elusive and rare species, but experienced ornithologists
would be required to locate prime areas. Currently, the
wetlands near Stung Treng, Cambodia, provide the best
opportunity for this activity.
Ethnic villages offering visits and occasionally homestays
are scattered along the Mekong and accessible by boat.
Most riverside village visits can be found in the upper
Mekong between the PRC border and Luang Prabang, the
4,000 Islands, Kratie and Stung Treng, and the delta. They
generally produce and sell handicrafts such as woven silk
and cotton clothing and accessories, bamboo and rattan
items, woodcarvings, and local foods and treats, though
the offerings vary among villages.
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2.8 41 Key Mekong River Ports and
Landings
This study surveyed the Mekong River to identify and
analyse ports and landings to establish which destinations
hold the greatest opportunity for cruise tourism and riverbased activities. Several factors contributed to the final
selection: existing port facilities and cruise traffic, proximity
to road and air access, availability of and potential for
river-based and CBT activities, carrying capacity, diversity
and appeal of tourism products, market demand, and the
ability to provide a memorable and holistic experience.
It should also be noted that many of these destinations are
“sister ports”, i.e. are located directly across from another
key Mekong port such as Chiang Khang/Houei Xay, Nong
Khai/Vientiane, Nakhon Phanom/Thakaek, Chiang Saen/
Ton Paeng, and Mukdahan/Savannakhet among others.
Ports are listed from up- to down-river.
Ban Say, Lao PDR, an ethnic Tai Lue village in Luang
Namtha Province, sits 30 km downriver 21 from the PRC
border on the Mekong’s Lao-Myanmar Corridor22 in
“The Green Triangle”.23 Luang Namtha, “Laos’ Adventure
Capital”, welcomed 305,608 international visitors in
2014, most of who are seeking natural and cultural
experiences24 on “combination tours” comprising trekking,
cycling, rafting, etc.25 Tour operators in Luang Namtha
have developed multiday CBT itineraries with Ban Say
homestays and Mekong River walks. Ban Say’s modest
boat landing mainly serves local fishermen and passenger
ferry/small cargo traffic using longboats.26 There is no
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regular boat service to Ban Say, though it is possible
to negotiate longboat charters to/from Xieng Khaeng,
65 km downriver. Ban Say has potential as a Mekong cruise
destination as it is the first Lao landing for Chinese traffic and
offers remote ethnic village experiences in pristine nature
as a soft adventure. Road access is a challenge, requiring
a three-hour 4WD drive over a rough road from Sing Town,
but a cruise option embarking at Ban Say would add to the
province’s combination adventure-product selection.
Xieng Khaeng, Lao PDR, also in the Green Triangle,
comprises 13 ethnic settlements, and is isolated between
steep mountains and the Mekong. Road access is via a
57-km rugged drive from Fang Mai on the 70-km Sing-Long
road (Lao Route 17).27 There is no regular boat service,
but cargo vessels occasionally stop at Xieng Khaeng,
and some will accept passengers. Locals seem unwilling
to charter their longboats to Xieng Kok in Long District.
Like in Ban Say, Luang Namtha tour operators include
Xieng Khaeng in multi-day, combination CBT tours with
Mekong longboat rides stopping at area villages. Xieng
Khaeng’s nature, culture, and heritage have potential to
lure international and regional cruises, but limited carrying
capacity and infrastructure present challenges.
Lao-Myanmar Friendship Bridge, opened in 2015,
is the only road connection between the two countries.
The 690-meter-long span links Houa Khoum village on
Lao Route 17, about 15 km upriver from Xieng Kok, Long
District, to Keng Lap Village on Myanmar’s National Road
4 in the Tachilek District of Shan State. There are currently
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no tourism facilities or boat landings on either side of the
bridge, which focuses on commercial transport along
the GMS’s northern East-West Economic Corridor. As
immigration checkpoints are in place, Houa Khoum and
Keng Lap have potential as border ports for Myanmar
visitors heading overland from Mandalay for a Mekong
cruise, or those on a cruise who want to travel to inland
Myanmar. However, no development is underway to serve
this possible market niche.
Xieng Kok, Lao PDR, is a small Mekong port town in
Luang Namtha’s Long District, located 135 km downriver
from Ban Say, where the Long River empties into the
Mekong, 22 km downriver from Long Town. Xieng Kok sits
on a hill, with a basic dirt road leading down to a makeshift
gravel dock, which serves as a local ferry crossing to/from
Myanmar as well as an occasional stop for cargo vessels
plying the Jinghong, PRC-Chiang Saen, Thailand, stretch
of the Mekong. There is no scheduled boat service to/
from Xieng Kok to other Mekong ports though a Pandaw
cruise stops eight times a year. Locals charge a premium
for eight-hour longboat rides to Houei Xay, Lao PDR, the
popular departure point for cruises to Luang Prabang, or to
reach Chiang Khang, Thailand’s international immigration
checkpoint. Longboats can be hired in Xieng Kok for
the ride to Long Town. Tour operators offer a two-day
Xieng Kok motorcycle itinerary that stops at 11 mountain
villages with an overnight homestay, before riding along
the Mekong to three ethnic Lahu villages. Xieng Kok can
become a pivot point for cruises to/from Ban Say as well
as Houei Xay. It can also serve as the port for travellers

crossing the Lao-Myanmar Bridge, and is already starting
to attract backpackers seeking river passage from Houei
Xay. However, growth is hindered by difficult road and
boat access, lacklustre port facilities, and low carrying
capacity. Opportunities include attracting those seeking
easy access and a soft CBT adventure that visits remote
riverside villages via boat.
Ban Mom, Lao PDR, is 88 km downriver from Xieng
Kok, directly across from Wan Pon, Myanmar, and the final
downriver port on the Mekong’s Lao-Myanmar Corridor
before the river reaches “The Golden Triangle”,28 about
30 km away. Ban Mom’s relatively large landing serves
cargo vessels and launches local ferries to-from Wan
Pon and longboats to the area’s river villages. Some Thai
tour groups, with temporary border visas, cruise to Ban
Mom to shop for Lao goods. During the four-hour Xieng
Kok-Ban Mom cruise, cargo traffic becomes heavier and
navigational aids more prevalent, as the Mekong becomes
narrower, with rock clusters creating minor rapids. The
sparsely populated, riverside topography changes from
canyons to rolling hills with thick, green flora. Golden
Buddhas, spires, and temples occasionally appear on
hilltops. Ban Mom currently offers no river-based or inland
tourism activities, but it has three simple guesthouses,
Lao and Chinese restaurants, shops, and a market. Ban
Mom’s strength as a cruise destination is in its proximity
to The Golden Triangle, and the scenery on the Xieng Kok
cruise. However, Ton Paeng, Lao PDR, may be better
positioned to serve as the country’s main destination in
The Golden Triangle.
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Wan Pon, Myanmar, houses a port 29 km north of Tachilek
Town/The Golden Triangle and directly across the Mekong
from Ban Mom. It mostly handles cargo shipments between
Chiang Saen and PRC, and serves ferry passengers to
Ban Mom. In 2007, the Asian Development Bank initiated
a project to upgrade the port’s immigration and customs
checkpoint, to meet international standards for boosting
tourist arrivals, and develop the town as an exchange
centre for trading goods. However, Wan Pon remains a
small port rarely visited by tourists. It has no river-based
tourist activities, though it presents a traditional Shan town
with wooden shop houses near The Golden Triangle.
The Golden Triangle marks where the Mekong leaves
Myanmar after its downriver run from PRC, and begins
forming most of the lengthy Lao-Thai border at Sop
Ruak Village near popular Mae Sai, Thailand,29 about
60 km from Chiang Rai City.30 Sop Ruak, 30 km from Mae
Sai at the confluence of the Ruak and Mekong Rivers,
is Thailand’s actual geographical contribution to The
Golden Triangle’s epicentre. Longboats at the Sop Ruak
Pier offer a daily downriver trip to Chiang Saen, Thailand,
and one-hour Mekong tours along the Myanmar and
Lao banks, with a stop at Lao PDR’s Don Sao island (no
visa needed) for duty-free shopping at its small market.
Boats are also available to the Kings Roman Casino, in
Lao PDR’s Golden Triangle Special Economic Zone (SEZ).
The casino attracts about 10,000 visitors a day,31 and can
also be quickly accessed by road from Houei Xay, Lao
PDR. The Myanmar spoke of The Golden Triangle remains
in a pristine natural state. Piers in the Golden Triangle
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are mostly used for local river traffic and short boat
tours. “Golden Triangle” brand recognition, strong arrival
numbers in Chiang Rai, ongoing development in the Lao
SEZ, and the rise in Myanmar tourism present excellent
opportunities for cruise operators to include The Golden
Triangle in their itineraries, though visa/day-pass issues
present a hurdle.
Ton Paeng, Lao PDR, located about 15 km downriver
from Sop Ruak (45 km from Ban Mom) and across the
Mekong from Chiang Saen, has a floating wooden dock
used mostly for local passenger traffic on longboats. Ton
Paeng found its way on tourism maps, when backpackers
began seeking upriver transport to Xieng Kok, as no boats
are available from Houei Xay, about 60 km downriver. The
hillside town offers a few simple guesthouses, Lao noodle
shops, and an entertainment venue. Ton Paeng presents
a potential cruise stop with cycling tours, as it sits in the
core of Bokeo Province’s “Golden Triangle Circuit”, which
includes the 1,000-year-old city of Souvannakhomkham
with one of Lao PDR’s largest Buddha images, the Bokeo
Ethno-botanical Garden, Nam Nyon Waterfalls, and a
sacred gold-plated princess sculpted into a riverside
boulder. However, infrastructure is very limited, and it is
not inside the SEZ.
Chiang Saen, Thailand, located about 15 km downriver
from the Golden Triangle and across from Ton Paeng, is
the largest Mekong port after the river departs China, and
is reportedly expanding its facilities 10 km away in the Mae
Nam Kok Estuary. Chiang Saen’s high-quality pier serves

UNWTO • Mekong River-based Tourism Product Development

https://www.e-unwto.org/doi/book/10.18111/9789284418015 - Monday, January 09, 2023 5:17:31 PM - IP Address:52.90.204.158

as the terminus for passenger vessels arriving from/
departing to Yunnan, PRC,32 and there is daily longboat
service to/from Sop Ruak. However, the port mostly serves
as the main turnaround point for cargo ships moving
goods between PRC and Thailand, though this industrial
façade masks a culturally rich city that was once the 8thcentury capital of the Lanna Kingdom with attractions
including the old city wall and ancient Buddhist religious
sites. The town offers mid-range riverside accommodation
and restaurants serving local and international dishes.
Chiang Saen has good opportunities for cruise tourism:
an alternative to Chiang Khong for crossing into Lao PDR
for Luang Prabang voyages, its intermediate river location
between Luang Namtha and Luang Prabang, excellent
port facilities and heritage attractions, and proximity to
The Golden Triangle and Houei Xay. Challenges include
the need for an international immigration checkpoint and
multiple entry visas to Lao PDR.
Chiang Khong, Thailand, is a 60-km drive from Chiang
Saen on Highway 1129, which is dotted with boutique
resorts, bungalows, and vacation homes. There is no
scheduled boat service between the two destinations.
Chiang Khong has long served as the Thai immigration
checkpoint and ferry crossing from Buck Pier to Houei
Xay Town, and the popular cruise to Luang Prabang.
In late 2013, the 4th Thai-Lao Bridge, with immigration
checkpoints and stepped concrete landings, opened
20 km upriver from Chiang Khong and Houei Xay. Now,
most Luang Prabang cruises embark/disembark from
the bridge’s landing, and bypass Houei Xay Town. Luang
Prabang-bound tourists from Chiang Rai generally bypass
Mae Sai and Chiang Saen, choosing to go directly to
Chiang Khong and on to Lao PDR. Chiang Kong offers
average accommodation and restaurants serving local
fish dishes. There are few notable tourist attractions or
activities. Chiang Khong’s main appeal as a cruise tourism
port is ease of immigration and onward passage to Luang
Prabang. Challenges include possible future competition
from Chiang Saen as a departure point to Lao PDR.
Houei Xay, Lao PDR, sits about 60 km from Ton Paeng/
Chiang Saen, and has long served as the Mekong’s main
Thai-Lao immigration checkpoint and port for cruises
to/from Luang Prabang. Previously, tourists crossed
from Chiang Khong by ferry to Houei Xay Town’s steep
paved landing. Now, most cross by bus over the nearby
4th Thai-Lao Bridge to a stepped concrete port, and
bypass Houei Xay Town. According to the Lao Tourism
Development Department, Houei Xay welcomed more than
200,000 foreigners in 2014, but most visited the Kings
Roman Casino or immediately embarked on a cruise to
Luang Prabang. Cycling or walking tours take in Houei

Xay’s heritage attractions, such as a 1,000-year-old
temple, teak temple, and morning market. Houei Xay
remains an attractive Mekong cruise tourism port due to
its old-world charm, ancient religious sites, hillside setting,
and immigration facilities. As most tourists overlook the
town, it maintains its relaxing yesteryear atmosphere,
which makes it an attractive possibility as a cruise port, as
does its ample carrying capacity.
Note: Tourists have four main cruise options to/from
Luang Prabang:
public
riverboat33
¡¡ Two-day
with
self-booked
accommodation in Pak Beng; 34
¡¡ One-day speedboat (fast longboat);
¡¡ Two-day private riverboat with meals, village and
attraction visits, and Pak Beng hotel; 35
¡¡ Two-day luxury cruise boats with stays at upscale Pak
Beng accommodation.36
Pak Tha, Lao PDR, sits where the Nam Tha River empties
into the Mekong, about a 2-hour cruise upriver from Houei
Xai, and is a mandatory checkpoint for all passing river
traffic. This also marks where the Mekong leaves its role
as the Thai-Lao border and travels solely through Lao PDR
until it reaches Chiang Khan, Thailand. Luang Namtha tour
operators offer two-day Nam Tha River voyages between
the provincial capital and Houei Xay, with an overnight at
Ban Khone Kham, a Tai Lue fishing and weaving village
with a lodge and homestays. Pak Tha has some cruise
potential as it is a mandatory stop, but there are no
developed tourism products.
Pak Beng, Lao PDR, takes about 7-8 hours (approx.
150 km) to reach by passenger boat from Houei Xay, with
optional stops at ethnic villages along the way, and is
where most two-day Luang Prabang-Houei Xay cruises
overnight. The pier consists of a few concrete stairways
and paths from the bank. During the high tourist season,
visitor numbers average 300 per night,37 and boat captains
note a recent rise in Thai and Chinese visitors, many of
who sleep on the boats due to a room shortage. Local
authorities note most arrivals spend one night in Pak Beng
and overlook the area’s natural and cultural attractions,
including caves, forest hikes, ancient temples, handicraft
villages, and elephant camps. However, there is little
information at the visitor center and scant advertisements.
A 45-km local passenger boat ride from Pak Beng lands
at Sayabouly Province’s Tha Suang Pier, and goes further
to Luang Prabang. If properly developed and promoted,
Pak Beng’s natural and cultural activities could prompt
cruise tourists to stay longer. A lack of rooms and the cut
in travel time from a proposed Houei Xay-Luang Prabang
road could negatively impact Pak Beng cruise tourism.
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Luang Prabang, Lao PDR, welcomed more than
340,000 international tourists in 2014, according to the
Lao Tourism Development Department, with increasing
traffic from PRC set to boost this figure. Luang Prabang
is Lao PDR’s busiest passenger cruise port, but less than
10,000 visitors arrive by boat from Houei Xay per year.38
There are no upriver arrivals except a small number of
luxury cruises. The top river-based activity is a boat
ride to a top attraction, Pak Ou Caves, and though tour
operators include this stop on their itineraries, boat touts
scour the river road for passengers. Mekong dinner and
sunset cruises are available. Landings on both Mekong
banks include concrete stairs, roadways, and floating
platforms. Most Houei Xay cruises land 6 km from town
at concrete steps rising from the river to a dirt road and
tourist information center, which was not open as of July
2015. The city’s Mekong bank could be renovated from the
current ramshackle restaurants to more upscale boutique
hotels, restaurants, and shops that open to a riverfront
promenade and the river road. A major challenge to Luang
Prabang river cruises is driving demand for upriver traffic
to/from Vientiane and Thailand as only a handful of cruises
ply that route and it could provide a significant number
of cruisers. To address this, Lao and Thai authorities
are investigating the feasibility of a Mekong cruise link
from Chiang Khan in Thailand’s Loei Province to Luang
Prabang. The current road is 410 km while the river route
is less than 300 km.39
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Sayabouly, Lao PDR, located about 80 km from Luang
Prabang, is served by Tha Deua Pier, which mostly handles
ferry and commercial traffic since the new highway from
Luang Prabang reduced travel time to less than 3 hours.
A few high-end cruise lines include Sayabouly Town on
their Golden Triangle-Vientiane voyages. Several Luang
Prabang tour operators cite no demand for a Sayabouly
cruise, while charter longboats are asking more than
$500 for the trip, with some complaining of a rough
current along the way. The Sayabouly hydropower plant
operates a 12-meter-wide navigation lock, which mostly
serves rice and timber barges and an occasional luxury
cruise vessel. Sayabouly Town and surrounding area offer
plenty of restaurants and accommodation as well as Lao
PDR’s popular Elephant Sanctuary and other naturebased activities. A short cruise from Luang Prabang could
be marketed as a tour extension and tied to activities. The
challenge remains in the lower cost and quicker trip by
the Luang Prabang road and a lack of cruise traffic from
downriver destinations. Cruise operators could also drive
demand from downriver ports.
Pak Lay, Lao PDR, once served as a major Mekong River
port due to its proximity to Thailand and Vientiane. Today,
the north-south road network has greatly lessened the
southern Sayabouly district’s prominence as a Mekong
port, though some luxury cruises anchor offshore for the
evening. The town features French colonial architecture
and ancient temples. Natural attractions such as caves
and waterfall treks are further inland. Its strength as a
cruise port is being an overnight destination on cruises
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between Sayabouly and Vientiane, though it has a very low
carrying capacity for tourism. Further, the Vientiane road is in
poor condition, making a direct river cruise to/from Pak Lay
and Sayabouly Province a viable transportation alternative.
Chiang Khan, Thailand, sits across from Sanakhan,
Lao PDR, about 220 km downriver from Sayabouly Town
and some 60 km from Pak Lay near the confluence of the
Hueang and Mekong Rivers, where the Mekong again
forms the border between the two countries. The Loei
Province town is also located about 60 km from a ThaiLao bridge and international immigration checkpoint to the
road through Sayabouly to Luang Prabang. There are no
scheduled cruises to/from any Mekong destination, but
Chiang Khan, a trendy Thai destination, offers plenty of
river-based activities. Cruises are available to Mekong’s
large Kaeng Khutkhu rocky cataract, and Phu Khok Ngio
where the Mekong meets the Hueang River. Guesthouses
arrange sunset longboat cruises and kayaking. Chiang
Khan’s appeal lays in retaining its old trading post appeal.
Wooden-plank shop houses (and replicas) serve as homes,
handicraft shops, restaurants, hostels, and guesthouses
along the river road. Those on the river side open to a
promenade that runs the length of the town and bans motor
vehicles, as it serves as a cycling circuit (rentals readily
available). Staircases along the promenade lead down to
boat landings, and a new immigration checkpoint and pier,
with a busy cross-river passenger, vehicle, and cargo ferry
service, sits at the eastern end of town. Chiang Khan’s
natural charm, river-based activities, and immigration
facilities could generate demand among passengers and
vessel operators to employ Chiang Khan for Luang Prabang
or downriver voyages to Nong Khai/Vientiane, which may
be faster than road travel. Loei is considering upgrading
its airport to welcome international flights, and in forming a
sister-city relationship with Luang Prabang.
Vientiane, Lao PDR, sits across the Mekong from Nong
Khai, Thailand, and the two cities are linked by the First
Thai-Lao Bridge. In 2014, more than 50,000 Western
and 0.5 million ASEAN visitors entered Lao PDR via this
border.40 Vientiane has no major river port, and only a few
luxury cruise lines 41 call on Lao PDR’s capital city and its
well-known sites, using the Mekong Landmark Hotel as
their landing. Chao Anouvang Park dominates the city’s
riverfront, highlighted by its night market. Cycling tours
along the Mekong to villages in Vientiane’s outskirts are
available. There are no dinner/sunset cruises for tourists
in Vientiane, but locals enjoy floating restaurants and
“karaoke boats” in Tha Non Village. There is no public
boat service to villages up and downriver. Vientiane has
excellent potential to be a major Mekong port for multiday up or downriver cruises due to its centralized location

on the river, ease of access, and ample carrying capacity.
Recently, Vientiane authorities said a developer will build a
modern river port and immigration checkpoint.42 However,
the city has overlooked river-based tourist products
such as kayaking, dinner cruises, sunset cruises, riverlife circuits, and voyages to Phou Khao Khuay National
Protected Area. A downriver cruise calling on Pakxan,
Thakaek, Savannakhet, and Champassak could be
popular if properly marketed.
Nong Khai, Thailand, has a well-developed Mekong
riverfront with hotels and restaurants lining the banks, as
well as a modern pier and cargo boat service to nearby
villages. Some riverside establishments offer dinner
and sunset cruises. Mekong River Cruises depart from
Nong Khai on multiday downriver voyages promoted as
“Thailand’s Longest Cruise”, that runs to Nakhon Phanom,
Thailand. In Nong Khai, the itinerary takes in the UNESCO
listed Wat Phu Prabat, Indochina Market, and BuddhistHindu Sculpture Park before continuing past Northeast
Thai scenery, rice paddies, and ethnic villages. Nong Khai
mostly serves tourists, who arrive from Bangkok, and
cross into Lao PDR. The town has also become a popular
retirement community among Westerners. Nong Khai
could launch cruises to Chiang Khan as an alternative to
the long drive.
Pakxan, Lao PDR, located about 150 km downriver from
Vientiane, presents the Mekong gateway to little-explored
Bolikhamxay Province across the river from Beung Khan,
Thailand. Pakxan handles little river traffic at its pier,
as National Route 13 runs through the province, but
Bolikhamxay does feature interesting Mekong activities
and attractions. Longboats docked at the confluence of
the Kading and Mekong Rivers take visitors up rapids
while cutting through a rock canyon until the ride ends
at the impassable Tad Vang Fong Falls. Mekong River
Cruises has permission to include this activity in their Thai
itineraries. Mekong riverside village, Kaeng Sadok, located
some 25 km south of Pakxan, has an under-construction
embankment to serve local fishing boats and tourists, who
ride boats to view the oddly shaped boulders that crop up
in mid-river and fishing flotillas, or take part in a fishing trip.
The village also presents a 1-km-long white sandy beach,
suitable for beach activities.43
Nakhon Phanom, Thailand, about 300 km from Nong
Khai (by road), is a stop on the Nong Khai-Nakhon
Phanom cruise, and linked to Thakaek, Lao PDR by the
Third Thai-Lao Friendship Bridge and border checkpoint
as well as a small ferry pier. The municipality welcomes
more than 650,000 mostly Thai visitors per year.44 Daily,
hour-long sunset cruises start at 16:00-17.00 and depart
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from the Indochina Market. Otherwise, the city offers
no river-based activities, though a short cruise would
reveal more of the karst scenery and river life. Visitors
mostly explore easy-to-reach inland attractions such as
12th-century Phra That Phanom stupa, Clock Tower, Ho
Chi Minh’s safe house, Renu Phu Thai weaving community,
diverse minority groups, and French colonial St Joseph
Church. Accommodation is adequate.
Thakaek, Lao PDR, some 335 km downriver by road
from Vientiane and 185 km from Pakxan, mostly serves
as a hub for tourists heading to Khammouane Province’s
inland natural and cultural attractions. Its pier launches
cross-river ferries to/from Nakhon Phanom as there is little
up or downriver transport, due to the ease of travel on
Highway 13. No Mekong cruise lines stop in Thakaek. The
province welcomes more than 250,000 foreign visitors per
year, though Westerners account for less than 4,000.45 The
Mekong’s steep, shady bank draws locals and tourists to
the tables and chairs lining the river road, with restaurants
situated across the street delivering meals and refreshments.
The town retains its distinct ambience as a small 100-yearold port town, with a night market surrounded by French
colonial structures converted into guesthouses, noodle
shops, and small stores. Along the Mekong near town,
tourists can visit the 6th-century Sikhottabong Stupa, a
nine-house cultural village, a pair of ancient temples, and
the 9th-century Giant Wall (Kampaeng Yak).46 These sites
could be accessed by boat which would add to the town’s
appeal. Visits to “Cave Alley”, just 12 km from town, could
be part of a multiday cruise itinerary.
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Mukdahan, Thailand, about 100 km south of Nakhon
Phanom, is among northeastern Thailand’s main trade
hubs due to its proximity and road connection (less
than 350 km) to Vietnamese seaports via the Second
Thai-Lao Friendship Bridge to Savannakhet, Lao PDR,
and transnational Route 9. Mukdahan Town offers little
in Mekong River-based activities, except boat excursions
provided by Ban Nong Lom ethnic weaving and homestay
community and chartered longboats to Kaeng Kabao,
a massive rocky section in the middle of the Mekong.
There are no sunset/dinner cruises. Land-based Mekong
attractions and activities include the Indochina Market,
riverside restaurants, panoramic river views from Ho Kaeo
Tower, and Wat Si Mongkhon Tai. Our Lady of the Martyrs
of Thailand Church, also on the Mekong bank, is regarded
as the largest and most beautiful church in Southeast
Asia.47
Savannakhet, Lao PDR, less than 130 km downriver
from Thakaek, welcomed some 1.2 million foreign arrivals
in 2014, most of who were Thai and Vietnamese, including
a large number of commercial transport operators. Less
than 20,000 are non-ASEAN tourists.48 The city’s Savan
Vegas Casino attracts a daily average of 4,000 foreign
gamers, most of who arrive from three nearby Thai
provinces 49. The pier serves Mukdahan traffic (see above),
but no cruises stop here. There are no dinner/sunset
cruises or river-based activities. Savannakhet Town does,
however, offer a choice of one-day tours.
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¡¡ “Savannakhet Downtown” passes nearly 20 colonialera structures;
¡¡ “Savannakhet Outskirts” visits ancient That Ing Hang
Stupa, lakes, and ancient city ruins;
¡¡ “Champhone Circuit” goes to a palm-leaf library,
monkey-filled forest, and Turtle Lake; and
¡¡ “Mekong River South” presents a sacred stupa,
weaving villages, and ancient Khmer rest house.
Considering the volume of arrivals, and especially casino
visitors, breakfast, lunch, dinner, sunset, and entertainment
cruises would add to the city’s tourism products as could
a well-mapped cycling route around town.
Ubon Ratchathani, Thailand, is where the Mekong
leaves its role as the Thai-Lao border for the second
and final time at Woen Buek Town, some 200 km from
Mukdahan, where the river begins bisecting Lao PDR’s
Champassak Province before entering Cambodia. The
province’s main landing in the Lao Kok Hai area mostly
serves trans-Mekong cargo traffic, and holds a weekly flea
market. Ubon Ratchathani also presents several Mekong
River attractions that are easily visited by local boats. From
Pak Bong, a longboat tour focuses on Sam Phan Bok
(Three Thousand Holes), bizarre Mekong rock sculptures,
Kaeng Song Khong cataract, Hat Salueng Beach, and the
Pha Hin Sila Lek rock where colonial French measured
the Mekong’s level. Nearby at Wat Khong Chiam, the blue
Mun River meets the brown Mekong. Ban Lat Charoen
offers riverside homestays. These river-based activities
make the province’s Mekong area a cruise destination
candidate. However, the river is more than 50 km from
Ubon Ratchathani town’s hotels and restaurants, which
presents an obstacle for the province establishing a major
Mekong pier, though luxury riverside camping is an option.
Pakse, Lao PDR, the Champassak Province capital, sits
about 245 km downriver from Savannakhet, 135 km by
road from Ubon Ratchathani City, and some 150 km from
the Cambodian border.50 Champassak is the country’s
third most popular destination among foreign visitors
(493,000 in 2014),51 due in part to its Mekong attractions
and ease of access via regional flights, overland links to
Thailand and Cambodia, and excellent Mekong River
roads. Mekong Cruises’ luxury “Vat Phou” vessel and a few
local boat owners offer trips from Pakse to the river’s main
attractions. However, most tourists use public or private
transport on Route 13 to reach ferries to key downriver
sites. Cruise itineraries include the 6th-century UNESCO
World Heritage Landscape around pre-Angkor Vat Phou
in Champassak District, some 40 km from Pakse. Piers at
Pha Pin Village and Champassak Town serve passengers
visiting the main Vat Phou sites, as do ferries from Ban

Muang near Route 13 (Km 30). Don Daeng, an Island with
accommodation inside the UNESCO site, offers guided and
self-cycling tours that stop at temples, an ancient forest
stupa, and basket weaving village. Tomo Tha pier, just
off southern Don Daeng Island, which offers homestays,
and near Route 13 (Km 40), leads to the 9th-century Oum
Muong ruins. Upriver from Pakse, the pier at Ban Boungha
offers boats to Singsamphan and the Kong Mountain trek,
and Don Ko Island’s attractions can be accessed by boat
from Ban Saphai. There appears to be room for expansion
for provincial cruise tourism based in Pakse.
Don Khong, Lao PDR, marks the start of Siphandon,
often referred to as “The 4,000 Islands”, and is located
135 km south of Pakse. It is easily accessed from Route
13 at Hat Xai Khun by bridge or ferry to Khong Town.
A lap of the island by bicycle or motorbike on its paved
road stops at the District Museum in a French colonial
structure, ancient Buddhist temples and religious shrines,
Khmer ruins, and a village producing palm sugar. Khong
Town offers a row of clean guesthouses. Tourists often
bypass Don Khong en-route to Don Khone.
Don Khone and Don Det, Lao PDR, are located 14 km
south of Don Khong and accessed by ferry from Route
13’s Nakasan visitor center to piers on both islands’ upriver
shores. At this point, rapids and falls block navigation
on the Mekong, while presenting natural and cultural
attractions such as Li Phi Waterfalls and Pa Soy Village,
where bamboo fish traps are built across the rapids. The
islands’ highlight is the French colonial infrastructure built
to bypass the obstructive rapids, including remnants of
piers, steam locomotives, the 7-km railway route, and a
railroad bridge to Don Det and its gantry. The Nakasan
visitor center offers longboat tours from Hang Khone Pier
to see the rare freshwater Irrawaddy dolphins,52 investigate
the maze of downriver channels, and visit villages with
homestays. Ban Khone offers clean, simple guesthouses
while Don Det features more upscale rooms. Some sites
can be reached by foot or the island’s tram, while rented
bicycles and scooters open access to all attractions. A
short drive south of Nakasan and near Cambodian border
checkpoint is Southeast Asia’s largest waterfall by volume,
Khone Pha Pheng. The growing popularity of these islands
and their river-based attractions and activities presents
good opportunities for Pakse-based cruises. Immigration
facilities at downriver Hang Khone Pier and the Cambodian
Pier near Ou Svay, would allow passengers to cross the
border.
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Ou Svay, Cambodia, sits on the Mekong about 5 km
from the Dong Krolor border checkpoint53 connecting
Cambodia’s Route 7 to Lao PDR’s Route 13 near Nakasan.
Boats can navigate the Mekong near the checkpoint to
a pier across from Hang Khone in Lao PDR. Ou Svay is
the base for a multiday homestay tour from Stung Treng,
where chartered longboats (3 hours) and speedboats
(1 hour) take passengers the 55 km to its landing.
Longboats and guides are available at Ou Svay for rides to
view river dolphins, see a waterfall, take forest treks with
river views, and wetlands bird watching. To grow tourism,
Ou Svay’s river-based CBT activities, which are affected
by seasonality, could be better promoted.
Stung Treng, Cambodia, sits at the confluence of the
Mekong and a major tributary, the Sekong River, about
400 km north of Phnom Penh via Route 7 and some
60 km downriver from the Lao PDR border. Due to good
road conditions, there are no boats from Phnom Penh.
Boats are available in Kratie, about 150-km downriver, for
the 6-7-hour cruise, but operation depends on river levels.54
Stung Treng serves as the base for the northern segment
of “The Mekong Discovery Trail”,55 which suggests four
half-day tours:
¡¡ “Stung Treng Town Trail” takes in Sekong riverfront
activity, town port, the Mekong-Sekong confluence,
silk production, market, temples, and a Mekong sunset
viewpoint;
¡¡ “West to Thala Barivat” crosses the Mekong by ferry to
the Thala Barivet village landing and pre-Angkor ruins,
an orphanage, and river-junction views;
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¡¡ “North to Koh Khan Din” suggests a cycling circuit that
crosses by ferry to the island for riverside rides to view
wetlands, and visit temples and a sticky rice producing
village. Boats are available at the Stung Treng pier for
the 14-km ride to Koh Khan Din, ferries head to the
sticky rice village, and Baksai Resort offers boat tours
of the area; and
¡¡ “South to Srae Krasang” suggests a cycling or
motorbike tour along the Mekong for swims in a creek
and dolphin viewing on Koh Preah, which has a boat
landing.
Stung Treng offers a reasonable choice of hotels and
guesthouses, as well as restaurants serving local and
some international dishes. A lack of mainstream promotion,
seasonal river conditions, and poor infrastructure are
inhibiting tourism growth in Stung Treng.
Sambour, Cambodia, sits on the Mekong’s eastern bank,
across from an island cluster about 35 km upriver from
Kratie and some 115 km south of Stung Treng. Sambour
is the base for cycling excursions from Kratie. The small
riverside landing’s main attraction is 100 Pillar Wat (Sarsar
Mouy Rouy), which was originally built in 1529 and features
cultural performances, and overnight “wat stays”. Boats
are available in Sambour to take passengers and cycles
to Koh Phdau Island with 15 km of shady trails, views of
river dolphins, and homestays. Just south of Sambour, the
Thum Pier offers cross-river ferries 56 to Vodthonak landing
to visit Wat Anlong Preah Ko and an ancient Khmer stupa.
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Kratie, Cambodia, is located on the Mekong’s eastern
bank across from the southern tip of Koh Trong Island,
and can be reached by longboat from Stung Treng in
about 4 hours. Hired boats cruise upriver from Kampong
Cham to Kratie in just 3 hours, similar in time as driving on
Route 7, which loops away from the Mekong between the
two cities. Pandaw and Mekong Secret Cruises offer a few
cruises from Phnom Penh to Kratie. The once-thriving port
town is The Mekong Discovery Trail’s southern hub, which
suggests half-day tours:
¡¡ “The Kratie Town Trail” takes visitors by horse cart to
French colonial buildings, the riverfront and pier, local
markets, Buddhist temples, and a local craft store;
¡¡ “The Dolphin Discovery Trail” follows a 16-km paved
river road, stopping to buy sticky rice at Thmor Kreae
and mountain views from Wat Sambok, before reaching
Kampi Pier and boats to view dolphins; and
¡¡ “Koh Trong Island Trail” requires hiring a bicycle and
crossing the Mekong by ferry to the 9-km dirt trail past
fruit crops to a floating Vietnamese fishing village and
Buddhist temple.
Kratie offers a reasonable choice of hotels and guesthouses,
as well as restaurants serving local and some international
dishes. However, it suffers from lack of tourism development
and promotion aside from dolphin watching.
Kampong Cham, Cambodia, is about 125 km upriver
from Phnom Penh and about 100 km from Oudong,
the first port on north-bound Tonle Sap Lake cruises.
Depending on demand, longboats depart Phnom Penh
near the Japanese Bridge at Sisowath Quay for the 2-hour
ride (3-hour return) to Kampong Cham. Luxury cruises by
Pandaw, CF River Cruises, AmaWaterways, and others
cruise lines include Kampong Cham on some multiday
Tonle Sap and Mekong Delta cruise itineraries 57. Kampong
Cham offers a few river-based activities, but is gaining
notice as a relaxing retreat from the capital with cycling
tours around its French colonial architecture, market,
pottery village, and Wat Joy T’maw.
Phnom Penh, Cambodia, attracts close to 2 million
foreign visitors a year58 and is a critical port city on the lower
Mekong as Sisowath Quay serves as the hub for delta and
Tonle Sap cruises.59 Five notable companies offer regular
boat service between Phnom Penh and Mekong Delta
ports.60 In the past, boats frequently shuttled between
Phnom Penh and the upriver towns of Kratie and Strung
Treng. However, the improvement of roads has led tourists
to travel my bus and minivan, which is faster and cheaper.
There are also many boats, which travel from Phnom Penh
to Siem Reap via Tonle Sap Lake. The capital also hosts
evening dinner and sunset cruises.

Oudong, Cambodia, is located on the Tonle Sap River
near its Mekong origin 40 km (about 2 hours by boat)
from Phnom Penh. Several multiday Tonle Sap cruises call
on the 16th-18th-century Khmer capital, docking at Prek
Dam Pier. Phocea Mekong Cruises offers a one-day cruise
to Oudong and its mountain path to Arthross Temple
(Temple of Eight Points). Nearby stands a mosque dating
to the Islamic empire that once shared Indochina with
the Khmer. Due to its proximity to Phnom Penh, potential
exists for additional day cruises with proper marketing,
and Oudong could serve as a stop on a possible overnight
Kampong Chhnang-Phnom Penh cruise as well as on
more Tonle Sap Lake cruises. Drawbacks include time for
the mountain climb and low carrying capacity.
Kampong Chhnang, Cambodia, is located about 90 km
north of Phnom Penh on the 120-km-long Tonle Sap River,
and is a regular stop for multiday cruises to Tonle Sap Lake
and Siem Reap. Day trips by longboat to the fishing port
town from the capital take just over 3 hours. Longboats
are available in Kampong Chhnang for rides around the
port to visit floating houses and fishing spots, and the
new river walkway offers a pleasant evening stroll. Inland
attractions near the town include several temples and the
wildlife preserve at Phnom Ta Ind. Kampong Chhnang has
potential as a relaxing cruise retreat from Phnom Penh.
Tonle Sap Lake, Cambodia, begins 30 km north of
Kampong Chhnang and is approximately 250 km in length
during the rainy season. Trips between Phnom Penh and
Siem Reap Pier on Tonle Sap are appearing on more cruise
itineraries, and some lines are adding vessels to their
fleets. The “Great Lake” is mostly known for its floating
fishing villages. Kampong Loo-uhng floating village at the
southern base of the lake is inhabited by Vietnamesedescended fishermen. Short non-motorized boat rides of
the area are available. Further north, Chnok Tru presents
a similar floating village with small local boat rides, and is
becoming a regular stop on cruises. Closer to Siem Reap,
the lake’s most populous community, Kampong Khleang,
rises on stilts above the water. On the lake’s northern shore
and 15 km from Siem Reap Town is the floating village of
Chong Khneas, which offers local boat tours, and is often
the terminus for Tonle Sap cruises.
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Chau Doc, Viet Nam, is located in An Giang Province,
120 km downriver from Phnom Penh near the CambodiaViet Nam border. It is considered the gateway to the
Mekong Delta, as it sits about 185 km upriver from My Tho,
and 120 km upriver from Can Tho on the Hau River. Luxury
speedboats 61 operate from Chau Doc to Phnom Penh,
including crossing the Vinh Xuong border checkpoint.
Riverboat cruises between Cambodia and Viet Nam often
call on Chau Doc, which has a range of accommodation,
and local longboats offer one-day boat tours that visit the
Cham Muslim community and the floating fishing village.
Chau Doc’s main attraction is Sam Mountain, the delta’s
highest point, which attracts millions of ethnic Chinese
and Buddhist Vietnamese pilgrims each year to its dozens
of pagodas and temples.
Cai Be, Viet Nam, located 145 km downriver from Chau
Doc on the delta’s Tien River, is Tien Giang Province’s
second most popular tourist destination behind My Tho,
which is a further 45 km downstream. The once-busy
cargo distribution hub for delta destinations is now a
popular stop on one-day boat tours from Ho Chi Minh City,
which launch from My Tho and often take in Vinh Long,
some 30 km from Cai Be. Several multiday cruises to/from
Phnom Penh stop at Cai Be. The town’s floating market
is the main attraction, while nearby Tan Phong Island
features CBT activities and overnight homestays.
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My Tho, Viet Nam, is the most visited port city in the
Mekong Delta, recording 800,000 domestic visitors and
600,000 international visitors in 2014.62 The majority of
these 1.4 million people visit the area to experience the
extensive river-based tourism activities as part of a oneday tour program from Ho Chi Minh City, an 85-km drive
away. Located about 20 minutes by boat from the river pier
at My Tho City,63 Thoi Son Island offers visitors a variety
of CBT activities. My Tho is also the embarkation point
for several multi-day Mekong Delta-Phnom Penh cruises.
With the development of an extensive network of bridges
connecting provinces and islands in the delta, My Tho has
become less of a transportation hub for passenger and
cargo boats. Due to stiff competition and a reliance on
tour operators in Ho Chi Minh City, My Tho suffers from
exceedingly low revenues.64
Can Tho, Viet Nam, the country’s fifth largest city, sits
on the Hau River on the Mekong Delta’s Bassac branch.
By road, it is located about 170 km from Ho Chi Minh
City, 120 km from Chau Doc, and 100 km from My Tho.
The city’s Ninh Kieu Wharf serves passenger boats being
used for a variety of purposes. Breakfast, lunch, sunset,
and dinner cruises are available on luxury sampans; boat
operators offer one-day tours through the area’s canals
and to Cai Bo; two-to-three-day cruises throughout the
delta to floating villages are offered; and a few high-end
vessels with Cambodia-Mekong Delta cruises stop in
Can Tho. River-based activities include the Cai Rang and
Phong Dien floating markets, Southern Truc Lam Zen
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Monastery, My Khanh tourist village, and Giao Duong ecotourism area.65
Appendix 2 offers a summary of major cruise lines, boat
operators, and agents, along with their vessels, that offer
itineraries along the Mekong. It is not a definitive list. The
itineraries include the main stops on the cruises. Some
cruise lines break longer routings into shorter itineraries.
Listed itineraries may include more stops than presented.
Land transfers are often included in the itineraries. Most of
the itineraries are operated in both directions (vv), which
is accounted for in the frequencies given. Frequencies are
those given by the cruise lines, and may not be accurate.
Section 4 contains eight maps, which include many of
the 41 previously described Mekong River port cities.
The maps outline proposed river-based tourism product
development zones.

21

Distances on the Mekong’s Lao-Myanmar Corridor are based on Chinese-installed
signs posted at river landings.

22

The Mekong’s Lao-Myanmar Corridor refers to the stretch of the river that forms the
border between the two countries.

23

“The Green Triangle” referes to the area where China, Laos and Myanmar meet.

24

“2014 Statistical Report on Tourism in Laos”, Lao National Tourism Administration.

25

“Experience Luang Namtha: Nature’s Playground”, Lao National Tourism
Administration, 2012.

26

“Longboat” refers to long, narrow wooden passenger craft with inboard or longtail
engines.

27

This newly paved road connects Sing and Long District centers in Luang Namtha’s west.

28

“The Golden Triangle” is where the borders of Laos, Myanmar, and Thailand meet
at the confluence of the Mekong and Ruak River, which defines the Myanmar-Thai
border.

29

Mae Sai, though not on the Mekong, is The Golden Triangle’s main destination, and
hosts a large border market offering various goods and gemstones. Visitors can also
cross the town’s Ruak River Bridge to Tachilek with a day pass to shop and explore
the Shan trading post.

30

Thailand hosts the majority of Golden Triangle visitors due partly to easy air and
road access to Chiang Rai, which welcomed an estimated 3.15 million Thai and
international tourists in 2014 according to the Kasikorn Research Center (May 2014).

31

“Asia Casino Tours” trade magazine.

32

The Xishuangbanna Golden Triangle Touring and Shipping Co. Ltd is the main cruise
line plying this route. Pandaw shows a similar itinerary on its 2016 schedule. Visa
requirements vary by nationality.

33

A “riverboat” refers to a covered vessel capable of carrying 36-plus seats for
passengers.

34

Pak Beng is the standard half-way stopover on the cruise to/from Luang Prabang.

35

Nagi and Smile Cruises are the most popular.

36

Mekong Cruises, Mekong River Cruises, and Shompoo are the best known.

37

Pak Beng Tourism Division, “Vientiane Times”, 14 February 2015.

38

Conservative anecdotal estimate by cruise companies and boat captains.

39

“Lao, Thai river tourism concept sets sail”, Vientiane Times, 24 July 2015.

40

Lao Tourism Development Department.

41

Mekong Cruises and Mekong River Cruises are the most popular.

42

“Laos considers Vientiane port”, Travel Trade Gazette, 25 August 2015.

43

www.vientianetimes.org.la/sub-new/Travel/Trav_Borikhamxay_earmarks.htm.

44

Tourism Authority of Thailand.

45

Lao Tourism Development Department.

46

“Khammouane: The River Cave Capital”, Lao National Tourism Administration.

47

“The Mekong: Journeys along the River of Life”, Tourism Authority of Thailand.

48

Lao Tourism Development Department.

49

Personal interview with Sanum Investments, 80% shareholder in Savan Vegas.

50

Visas on arrival from Cambodia to Laos are not available at the overland checkpoint.

51

Lao Tourism Development Department.

52

Depending on the river level, crossing to Cambodia may be necessary, and
passengers must pay the river guard post USD1 for temporary entrance to the
Anlung Cheuteal village landing area.

53

Visas on arrival to Laos are not available at the Nong Nok Khian-Dong Krolor border
checkpoint.

54

Ministry of Tourism, Cambodia, www.tourismcambodia.com.

55

The Mekong Discovery Trail is a donor-funded Tourism of Cambodia development
initiative covering CBT from Kratie to Stung Treng. Its website,
www.mekongdiscoverytrail.com, has been discontinued.

56

There are cross-river ferry landings at several larger villages between Kratie and
Sambour.

57

Ministry of Tourism, Cambodia, www.tourismcambodia.com.

58

Ministry of Tourism, Cambodia, 2014.

59

Pandaw, Mekong Explorer, Lan Diep, IndoChina, Malatos and Acqua.

60

Long Anh, Blue Cruiser, HangChao, Delta, and Mekong Tour.

61

Victoria Hotels, Blue Cruiser.

62

Viet Nam National Administration of Tourism.

63

The tourist river pier at My Tho was developed as part of an Asian Development Bank
loan project in 2008 and has been instrumental in increasing visitor numbers to the
area.

64

As part of the one day package, tourists are bussed from Ho Chi Minh City and
spend 3-4 hours in Tien Giang Province before retuning. These tours retail for
approximately $50 in Ho Chi Minh City of which My Tho tourism service providers
retain about $12 (24%).

65

Vietnam National Administration of Tourism, www.vietnamtourism.com/en/.
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2.9 Mekong River-based Tourism Key
Challenges
As previously highlighted, the UNWTO report Initial
Situation Analysis on River-Based Tourism in ASEAN
Countries identifies a broad range of challenges for
the development of river-based tourism in ASEAN.
These include, planning and policy development; riverbased product development; marketing and promotion;
sustainable development considerations; public private
partnerships; and safety and security. This section of the
report considers these and other issues as they pertain
to the Mekong River and the development of river-based
tourism, specifically, infrastructure and standards.

42

Mooring or docking facilities: the Mekong River
possesses a varied quality of infrastructure in key port
cities and in the vicinity of CBT attractions. Ports of call
on multiday river cruises need to have sufficient quality
mooring and docking facilities to ensure the safe movement
of passengers, many of whom are elderly, to and from the
river cruise ships and land. For example, an ADB project in
the Mekong Delta, in which river piers were constructed,
significantly improved the movement of travellers through
the Vietnam immigration process.57
There are news reports of a recreational complex with a
river jetty being developed in Vientiane on the banks of the
Mekong that will include a small port and an immigration
checkpoint.58 The ideal port facility should consider
the following elements, which would be considered
international good practice.
¡¡ Public toilet facilities that meet ASEAN standards;
¡¡ Restaurant/dining facilities that meet international food
safety and hygiene standards;
¡¡ Garbage disposal facilities;
¡¡ Handicraft and merchandising to encourage economic
inclusion of minority groups;
¡¡ Visitor information centres;
¡¡ Embarkation and disembarkation facilities;
¡¡ First aid and medical clinic with trained staff;
¡¡ Rescue boat with trained crew;
¡¡ Fuelling facilities; and
¡¡ Road access to neighbouring tourism infrastructure.
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Operations and maintenance: where good infrastructure
exists, a low level of operations and maintenance standards
is frequently evident. Public facilities such as restrooms
and waiting areas are dirty and poorly maintained.

Docking facilities are not maintained as evident in the
below pictures. Services are often limited to a snack shop
with limited variety menus and overcrowded markets with
vendors touting identical goods.

Photos courtesy of Mr. Paul Simcock.

Navigational aids: on some parts of the Mekong River,
tourism development is stifled by navigational aids, which
vary in quality and consistency. Mapping has been done
on portions of the Mekong in Lao PDR (Houei Xay to Luang
Prabang), but there is limited usage of modern navigational
instruments. It is recommended that additional survey
work in the form of multi-beam echo sounding should be

done for the portion from Luang Prabang to Vientiane.
This would allow for eventual night travel along the river
and avoid accidents. According to the MRC, there are
130 captains in Lao PDR, who know the river. However,
typically this knowledge is not documented and is only
shared within a small community of family and friends.
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Photos courtesy of Mr. Paul Simcock.

Safety and security: safety and security as it relates to
boat operations, food and hygiene, medical facilities is of
woefully poor quality in most parts of the Mekong River.
Following an accident in which 10 school children drowned,
a Vientiane Times article explained that in the case of Lao
PDR there are no laws governing river traffic. The article
states, “The time has come for the government to create
new regulations governing individuals and companies
who operate any form of commercial river transport to
ensure that all passengers are safe and provided with
life jackets to use in the event of an emergency”.59 The
lack of internationally recognised safety standards also
impacts on the ability of some operators to acquire the
requisite insurance cover required by many international
tour operators.

Photos courtesy of Mr. Paul Simcock.
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Hydropower and dams: the upper Mekong River has
numerous mainstream and tributary dam sites. There are
reportedly up to 200 dams planned in Lao PDR of which
60 are taking place. The dams average 300 megawatts
with the Sayabouly dam coming in at 1400 megawatts
(pictured below). Aside from a reported lack of efficiency
of many dam sites, there is the issue of heavy sediment,
which will impact the Mekong River’s configuration in
the medium to long term. From the tourism industry
perspective, there is potential for some dams becoming
attractions. However, many locations of natural beauty will
be affected in a negative way.60 One frustration for many
private sector operators is the lack of communication
concerning hydropower projects, which prevents
companies from anticipating changes in river accessibility
due to existing and future projects.

Insufficient public-private partnerships: partnerships
across public and private sectors are imperative in
developing river-based tourism. The importance of close
cooperation and collaboration with river commissions and
inland waterway departments cannot be underestimated.
A clean and healthy river environment and its urban or rural
hinterlands are the key resources for the establishment
of high quality tourism assets to attract the ‘right kind
of tourists’ who will be appreciative of these products.
Tourism, in general, and river-based tourism in particular,
has been dependent on public sector support. Private
stakeholder support has been slow, but is, nevertheless,
emerging in an age of liberalization. River-based tourism
on the Mekong River is probably a sector that is not very
lucrative to the local entrepreneur, but there is room for
closer ties once the industry grows in strength.

Home Ports: one of the great appeals of multi-day
cruising, particularly for older passengers, is the concept
of ‘one time check-in/out’, which alleviates the hassles
of multiple packing and unpacking that is inherent in
multi-destination itineraries. A key element in river cruise
logistics is the embarkation and disembarkation of
passengers and replenishing of provisions. This can only
be facilitated through well planned, effective and efficient
ports. Typically, these are located close to international
airports. The quality of these facilities is limited and weak
with the exception of Phnom Penh and My Tho.

Lack of awareness of river-based tourism: there are
a myriad of opportunities for development of new types
of river-based tourism products (e.g. adventure tourism)
along the Mekong River and particularly its tributaries.
These opportunities remains relatively unexplored due
to a general lack of awareness of river-based tourism
development. Partnership with organisations such as
the International Rafting Federation could provide good
practice in whitewater sports, recreation, and river
conservation development. The Adventure Travel Trade
Association is also a good source for networking and
good practice development. In all cases, an improvement
in awareness of river-based tourism development
opportunities would be helpful.
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Inadequate marketing, promotion and information
dissemination: GMS countries lack the effective and
efficient dissemination of tourist information, which
results in low participation rates by tourist in excursions
and tours. This is particularly true of river-based tourism,
which until now has been under-developed and of little
focus to NTOs. Lessons can be learned from the Danube
experience in marketing and promoting river-based
tourism products. The Danube Competence Centre works
to build and support networks of tourism stakeholders
from the whole Danube region by investing in people and
skills, enhancing transnational cooperation and promoting
the mutual interests of its members. While the MTCO
undertakes some of these activities, an integrated effort
to promote Mekong river-based tourism will be beneficial
to all members. Marketing the river-based products calls
for a common Mekong River product with special interest
brochures, posters and other visuals (films, DVDs, CDs) to
be promoted through a special MTCO web page linked to
www.MekongTourism.org. While the individual members
have excellent promotional material and sites sufficient
attention has not been made to rive-based tourism as a
whole. A new brand is vital for the success of Mekong
river-based tourism.

Visa policies: passport and visa controls at border
crossings of river-based cruises and boat trips in the
countries bordering the Mekong River remain a barrier
to growth. Although there is increasing liberalisation
(i.e. Viet Nam’s recent visa free offer to five European
countries), the process is still seen as onerous and costly.
The common Schengen visa that facilitates movement
within the European Union and is an asset to the riverbased products of the Danube is a good example for
replication in the Mekong region. The recent UNWTO study
on the benefits of visa facilitation shows that countries in
Asia are far ahead of the rest of the world in this field.
Consideration of visa processes to facilitate river-based
tourism along the Mekong River should be considered.
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Mekong Tourism Development Project 2006 in collaboration with VNAT.
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www.ttrweekly.com/site/2015/08/laos-considers-vientiane-port/.
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Vientiane Times. Enforce the law and keep passengers safe. 15 June 2015. pp. 26.
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hydropower_in_the_Mekong_River_Basin.
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Sustainable development and pollution: one of the
major issues for sustainability of river-based tourism
development is garbage collection and management. The
Mekong River suffers from pollution caused by industrial
waste and non-biodegradable plastics. As in the case
of Melaka in Malaysia, a little effort and can go a long
way in improving trash problems on rivers. Sustainable
development involves community development and, given
the number of indigenous village communities bordering

the rivers, it must be handled carefully. The benefits from
river-based tourism should seep into the local communities
in the form of economic development and improvements
to social wellbeing. Improved destination management
practices could also prevent the consequences of severe
price-cutting and alleviate the risks pertaining to vulnerable
groups who are often sidelined as passive observers of
development.

Photos courtesy of Mr. Paul Simcock.

Climate change and seasonal access: the Mekong
River is accessible year round in most parts, however this
could change in the future as the threat of climate change
persists. While floods that have ravaged the rivers in the
past, there is increasing evidence that water levels are
declining. For the Mekong River, there has been a minor

impact from dams and hydropower. However, a lack of
rain is identified as the major culprit behind lower water
levels. The below chart attained by the MRC shows that
in 2015 (brown colour) there is a substantial downward
trend in water levels on the Mekong measures at Luang
Prabang.

Water level at 7 am of Mekong at Luang Prabang

Source: Mekong River Commission.
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2.10 Global Examples of Regional
River-based Tourism
There are numerous examples of regional cooperation in
river-based tourism. By analyzing these, it is possible to
extract good international practice.
The Amazon: as the second longest river on the planet,
the Amazon measures 6,400 km and runs through Brazil,
Columbia and Peru. The river’s basin, which includes
Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador, French Guiana,
Guyana, Peru, Suriname and Venezuela, covers an area
of approximately 6.9 million square km. It contains some
13% of the world’s biota and sustains about 40% of the
earth’s remaining tropical rainforest.
Often referred to as Amazonia, the river is a primary
transport corridor for people who live in the region.
Commercial passenger boats operate regular services
in many areas and between the major cities. The forests
of Amazonia contain an extraordinary variety of flora
and fauna, many of them unique to the region (e.g.
the Pink Dolphin), creating excellent opportunities for
ecotourism. Given the natural landscapes and the more
than 400 indigenous groups, the opportunities for tourism
development in the region are tremendous.
Surprisingly, at least in comparison with other river
basins, the Amazon has been largely ignored as a tourism
destination – both by domestic tourists from the countries
of the region and by the international tourism industry.
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Admittedly, it suffers from challenges of distance, a lack
of suitable infrastructure and products that can compete
effectively with other domestic and international riverbased destinations. The most popular segment for cruise
exploration is in Peru’s Pacaya-Samiria National Reserve,
which encompasses three river basins and boasts an
incredibly diverse array of flora and fauna. There is also
huge potential in terms of further development of landbased tourism adjacent to the Amazonia, including ecoparks and eco-lodges.
Created in 1998, the Amazon Cooperation Treaty
Organization is an international organization aimed at the
promotion of sustainable development of the Amazon
Basin. Tourism is one of the development subthemes,
which has led to the establishment of integrated tourism
circuits in the Amazon, including the Amazon-Caribbean
Tourism Trail (Brazil-Guyana-Suriname), the AmazonAndes-Pacific Route (Brazil-Peru), and the Amazon Water
Tourism Route (Brazil-Colombia-Peru-Ecuador-Bolivia).
For each circuit a manual and circuit green book
have been produced. The manual is meant to raise
awareness and stimulate the process of tourism product
development among tourism authorities, the private sector
and international tour operators. Meanwhile, the circuit
Green Book presents a more condensed and readerfriendly description of the sustainable tourism attractions
elaborated in the circuit manual, with guidelines and
recommendations for visitors about sustainable behaviour
while visiting the Amazon.61
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The Danube: is the longest river in the European Union
and the second longest in Europe overall, after the Volga.
It originates in the town of Donaueschingen in Germany’s
Black Forest, at the confluence of the rivers Brigach and
Breg, and then flows southeast for 2,872 km, passing
through ten countries – as well as four capital cities:
Vienna, Bratislava, Budapest and Belgrade – and drawing
water from 19 others, before emptying into the Black Sea
via the Danube Delta in Romania and Ukraine. The river’s
watershed also extends into several other countries, with
many Danubian tributaries being important rivers in their
own right, and navigable by barges and other shallowdraught boats.
This makes the Danube River Basin the most international
in the world. Its whole catchment area represents a region
of approximately 800,000 square km and it is home to
around 120 million inhabitants – more than one-fifth of
Europe’s total population.
As a long established tourism destination, the Upper
Danube offers a wealth of tourism facilities and programs
to suit all tastes and budgets, from the ultimate in luxury
– including riverside castles and other premium hotels
offering gourmet cuisine – to those looking for modest
inns and home-style bed and breakfast accommodation.
In addition to cruise and ferry services, transport access
to the Upper Danube and links between the different
countries are excellent, whether by air, rail or road.
Regional airports are in plentiful supply and well located,

attracting increasing services and flight frequencies at
attractive prices by traditional as well as low-cost carriers.
Not surprisingly, given its chequered past, the Middle
and Lower Danube Regions are still a long way behind
the river’s upper shores in terms of both infrastructure
and product development, however new air connections
are increasingly being added and new airports are slowly
coming on line. Many parts of the river still sorely need
basic upgrading if they are to attract tourism. The water
quality is considered a safety risk in many places and
hampers the development of water sports. Progress is
being made, but it is rather slow and improvements are
often difficult and costly to implement.
One of the best ways of visiting the region is by cruise
ship as tourists have accommodation and catering on
board, even if there is nothing suitable on land, and short
day trips to visit the key sites along the river shores are
easier to organize than overnight trips. For cycling or
hiking enthusiasts who are not so demanding when it
comes to accommodation and meals, an increasingly
popular option is overnight homestays or cooperative
accommodation. This kind of accommodation is growing
as it is relatively inexpensive to develop and manage,
as well as encouraging entrepreneurship among local
communities.
The establishment of the Danube Competence Centre
(DCC) in Belgrade in 2010 has helped to ensure a public-
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private sector approach to tourism development in
the Danube region. Although the activities of the DCC
encompass the whole Danube Region, its main focus is
firmly on supporting the economic development of the
Middle and Lower Danube – Croatia, Serbia, Romania,
Bulgaria, Moldova and Ukraine – through the creation
of a single tourism brand for those countries. This was
the main rationale for the association’s founding, with the
longer-term goal of helping the less developed regions
of the Danube catch up with those in the Upper Danube
in terms of tourism infrastructure, facilities and product
development and tourism growth.

The regional policy regarding the Danube’s river tourism
development is not just about river tourism per se, but
about a totally holistic experience of sustainable tourism
in all forms. The aim is to help stimulate the economic
development of poorer local communities through
different kinds of tourism – providing new employment
opportunities, encouraging skills development, and
thereby discouraging the exodus of young people to urban
centers.

With the development of new tourism itineraries, such as
the Roman Emperors’ Route and Wine Route, the DCC
is also encouraging tour operators to develop new tour
programs. The Danube River features strongly in river
cruise lines’ programs, attracting an estimated 150 cruises
a year, albeit mainly for the Upper Danube. Only 50 cruises
reached as far as Belgrade in 2013 and just 30 operated
to Tulcea.
Cruises and cycle tourism are certainly the most visible
tourism products, but a wide range of other leisure
activities are catered for in the Danube Region – from
cultural tours and city sightseeing to nature-based
activities like bird watching or fishing, tours experiencing
local cuisine and wines, active sports holidays, health and
wellness programs. Conferences on board cruise ships
are also attracting increasing demand.
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The Nile: at 6,695 km, the Nile is the longest river on earth,
and it flows across many countries in Africa, including
Burundi, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Ethiopia,
Eritrea, Kenya, Rwanda, Sudan, Tanzania, Uganda and
Egypt. The Nile has two major tributaries: the White Nile
and the Blue Nile. The two rivers meet near the Sudanese
capital of Khartoum, which marks the beginning of major
river cruise tourism and the cultural sites of antiquity
traditionally associated with the river.

According to the World Bank, the cooperative development
of the Nile offers great opportunity to unlock economic
growth, promote regional integration, and achieve
stability. One of the least developed rivers in the world,
there is enormous potential to scale up investments
for sustained growth and poverty reduction in various
industries including tourism.63

Typical Nile cruises are either 3, 4 or 7 nights long with over
250 boats in operation. While the boats operate throughout
the year, the optimum season for a Nile cruise is between
October and April. Wildlife safaris in Kenya, gorilla tours
in Uganda, and mountain trekking on Kilimanjaro are also
popular activities.
Despite its tourism success over the years, the Nile
region faces many challenges, including endemic poverty,
scarcity of water, degradation of its cultural heritage and
adverse social changes.
Launched in 1999, the Nile Basin Initiative is a regional
intergovernmental partnership among the riparian
countries along the Nile. It provides a regional platform
for multi stakeholder dialogue and information exchange,
as well as joint planning and management of water and
related resources in the Nile Basin.62
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The Yangtze: measuring 6,300 km, the Yangtze is the
world’s third longest river. It flows through 11 provinces of
the PRC before entering the East China Sea at Shanghai.
It plays a large role in the history, culture and economy of
the PRC and flows through a wide range of ecosystems,
as well as being the habitat for several endemic and
endangered species.
In the upper reaches of the Yangtze, tourism activities are
largely linked to the mountainous morphology, ancient
cultures and diverse minorities living along the river
bank. This area is also ideal for rafting adventure tourism
and ecotourism. The middle and lower Yangtze, from
Chongqing to Shanghai, is where most tourism resources
are clustered with a number of UNESCO World Heritage
Sites that include the Classical Gardens of Suzhou, the
Huangshan and Wuyi Mountains, the Ancient Villages of
South Anhui, Lushan National Park, Ancient Buildings on
Mount Wudang and the Wulingyuan Scenic Area.
There is a long history of tourism along the Yangtze. The
river started to become a leisure tourism destination with
the advent of the steamship in China, and the British
were the forerunners in the process. During the mid-19th
century, steamships took passengers from Shanghai to
Hankou, Yichang and further west.
The completion of the Three Gorges Dam, the world’s
largest hydroelectric project, in 2009 has made the river
easier to navigate for cruise ships and, since then, there
has been robust growth of the river cruises offer.
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Despite this, there are a number of problems, which
hamper tourism development in the region. There are
divisions with each province having its own independent
tourism administration and marketing organization and,
as a consequence, there are shortcomings in marketing,
product development and policy. The distribution of tourist
information is not well organized and there is ferocious
price competition often leading to low-quality service and
even the cheating of customers. There is an abundance of
hardware development and a focus on the Three Gorges
and the Dam, but to the exclusion of other river-based
tourism products such as adventure, culture, ecological
and ethnic tourism. Sadly, the river is also choking with a
great deal of waste from tourists and residents, who live
beside the river. Swimming in the Yangzi is not advisable
and visitors coming for the wildlife are certainly too late.64
International tourism along the Yangtze River is of limited
importance in terms of numbers or turnover, but is
nevertheless seen by the central and local governments
as important for increasing the prestige of tourism. Dams
may not be very high on the must-see agendas of Western
visitors to China, but domestic tourism could certainly be
much better developed, given the widespread recognition
among Chinese people of the Yangtze River’s importance
in Chinese history and culture, passed on from generation
to generation through the ages thanks to the many famous
poems and stories written about it.
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In consideration of the discussion points identified in
the situational analysis a SWOT analysis is presented to
identify strengths, opportunities, constraints, and risks
for further development of river-based tourism along the
Mekong River.
The underpinning question of the SWOT is how to broaden
the concept of river-based tourism along the Mekong
Table 6

River to include a wider range of land- and water-based
activities. It is important to consider the expansion of
Mekong river-based tourism beyond high-end luxury river
cruising to include a broader range of adventure activities,
CBT experiences and transportation choices. It is also
critical to consider the impacts of hydroelectric, climate
change, pollution, fisheries, agriculture and tourism on
the Mekong River’s ecosystem. These inputs provide the
foundation for the vision, mission and activities of this
strategy and action plan.

Strengths, opportunities, constraints and risks

Strengths

Constraints

Product

Market

Product

Market

¡¡ Numerous international
cruise companies

¡¡ Peaking interest in soft
adventure

¡¡ Variable quality standards

¡¡ Limited awareness of the
Mekong River

¡¡ Diverse ethnic groups

¡¡ Popularity of river rafting

¡¡ Rich history and heritage

¡¡ Steady regional growth
in global market share of
international tourists

¡¡ Scenic landscapes and
natural attractions
¡¡ Friendly people
¡¡ Safe
¡¡ Iconic UNESCO World
Heritage Sites
¡¡ Good value for money
¡¡ Unexplored secondary
destinations

¡¡ Short flight times to Asian
megacities
¡¡ Expansion of low cost air
carrier networks
¡¡ Strong national aircarriers
¡¡ Numerous well
established regional tour
operators

Opportunities

¡¡ Inexperienced and
undertrained human
capital in key port cities
along the Mekong River

¡¡ Lack of a coherent
approach to river-based
tourism

¡¡ Inconvenient visa
processes and policies

¡¡ Limited targeting of niche
markets

¡¡ Weak business enabling
environment

¡¡ Poor conveyance of
product information

¡¡ Cumbersome regulatory
environment

¡¡ Limited coordination
among public and private
sector actors

¡¡ Underdeveloped docking
and mooring facilities
¡¡ Low awareness of tourism
investment opportunities

¡¡ Inadequate dissemination
of information

Risks

Product

Market

Product

Market

¡¡ Expanded range routes
and itineraries

¡¡ Create Mekong Cruise
tourism brand

¡¡ Lack of coordination
between stakeholders

¡¡ Political instability

¡¡ Improved connectivity and
regularity of boat services
between port cities

¡¡ Collaborate with MTCO

¡¡ Climate change and
pollution

¡¡ River rafting
¡¡ Bicycling tours

¡¡ Popularity of adventure
tourism

¡¡ Camp sites along the
Mekong

¡¡ Popularity of bicycling
tours

¡¡ Increased variety of day
excursions from port
cities

¡¡ Collaborate with the MRC

¡¡ Improving education and
training programs

¡¡ Attract more scheduled
boat services to, from
and between port cities
along the Mekong

¡¡ Energetic youth interested
in tourism careers

¡¡ Popularity of the Mekong
region

¡¡ Improved air and land
access to port cities

¡¡ Degradation and
overcrowding of core
iconic attractions
¡¡ Lackluster engagement
of people employed in
the tourism sector

¡¡ Global competition for
tourism market share
¡¡ Natural and human
induced disasters
¡¡ Economic downturns
¡¡ Negative media reports

¡¡ Poor operation and
maintenance approaches
for public facilities
¡¡ Accidents due to poor
safety standards and
enforcement

MRC = Mekong River Commission; MTCO = Mekong Tourism Coordinating Office; UNESCO = United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation.
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Arlt, W.G. and Feng G ((2009), The Yangzi River tourism zone. In: River Tourism
(pp. 117-130). Oxfordshire, UK: CAB International.
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3.

Mekong
River-based
Tourism Product
Development
Strategy and
Action Plan

3.1 Vision
Considering the GMS and ASEAN visions along with the
factors highlighted in the situational analysis, the proposed
vision for this strategy is:
Mekong river-based tourism grows and positively
enhances livelihoods for people and communities through
sustainable development, partnerships and cooperation.

3.2 Expected Outcome
The expected outcome of the strategy is increased variety
and demand for river-based tourism products along the
Mekong. Achievement of the outcome will be assessed
by (i) monitoring increases in tourism activities variety
and supply, (ii) improvements in tourism statistics in port
cities along the Mekong, and (iii) expanded cooperation
frameworks for Mekong river-based tourism.

3.3 Guiding Principles
Seven principles will guide implementation of the strategy
and provide a framework for activity implementation. They
include:
¡¡ Encourage cooperation and collaboration between all
stakeholders;
¡¡ Promote a business-enabling environment conducive
to river-based tourism development;
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¡¡ Demonstrate benefits of sustainable development and
conservation;
¡¡ Promote the growth of river-based tourism in port
cities along the Mekong;
¡¡ Continuous development of product and service
quality;
¡¡ Develop and broadly disseminate relevant consumer
content; and
¡¡ Focused and consistent messaging of the Mekong
River as a key GMS tourism feature.

3.4 Strategic Objectives
The strategic objectives (Beacons) of the strategy are to:
I. Improve the quality and variety of river-based tourism
activities along the Mekong;
II. Expand the demand for Mekong river-based tourism;
and
III. Develop a unified and integrated platform for Mekong
river-based tourism policy.
Each of the three strategic Beacon is supported by a
variety of activities (12 in total) as highlighted in the chart
on the following page.
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Vision
Mekong River-based tourism grows and positively enhances livelihoods for people and communities through sustainable development,
partnerships and cooperation.

Expected outcome
Tourism along the Mekong River expands in product offer and increased arrivals through improved national and regional cooperation.

Strategic objectives (Beacons)
Beacon 1

Beacon 2

Beacon 3

Improve the quality and variety of
River-based tourism activities along the
Mekong.

Expand the demand for Mekong Riverbased tourism in domestic, regional and
international markets.

Develop a unified and integrated
platform for Mekong River-based
tourism policy.

Activity group 1.1

Activity group 2.1

Activity group 3.1

¡¡ Further develop Mekong River as a
reliable and safe tourism transport
corridor.

¡¡ Produce content that describes
the variety or River-based tourism
activities features on the Mekong.

Activity group 1.2

Activity group 2.2

¡¡ Establish partnerships with regional
and national organizations, ministries
and departments involved in the
Mekong River.

¡¡ Encourage port cities to develop
day excursion through public-private
partnership models.

¡¡ Create a Cruise Mekong brand
and promote through digital and
traditional media networks.

Activity group 1.3

Activity group 2.3

¡¡ Expand adventure tourism offer along
the Mekong and its tributaries.

¡¡ Promote the Mekong River a key
feature or GMS Tourism.

Activity group 3.2
¡¡ Organize Mekong River-based
tourism events to build awareness
and promote sustainable
development.
Activity group 3.3

Activity group 1.4

¡¡ Establish Mekong River-based
tourism association.

¡¡ Encourage the further development
of multi-day river cruising.

Activity group 3.4

Activity group 1.5

¡¡ Engage in policy dialogue to
streamline regulations,
procedures and systems.

¡¡ Develop a network of communitybased tourism camp sites along
the Mekong.
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Strategic Beacon 1:
Improve the quality and variety of river-based
tourism activities along the Mekong
Strategic Beacon 1 supports the development of riverbased tourism on the Mekong River in three distinct areas,
namely: as a transport corridor; day excursions from key
port cities; and multi-day, multi-country river cruises. This
can be achieved through better coordination between
actors, increased investments in tourism activities/
products and improved quality of service delivery.
Activity Group 1.1: there is significant opportunity to
further develop access to reliable, safe and comfortable
transportation between port cities along the Mekong
River. The scope and scale of the use of the Mekong River
as a transport corridor can be expanded. This activity will
assess the current transportation offer along the Mekong
River and develop standards, approaches, infrastructure
and information for expansion.
Activity Group 1.2: to build the true potential of river-based
tourism along the Mekong River it is critical to encourage
port cities to develop a greater variety of day excursions.
This should be done in consultation and partnership with
the private sector. Assessment of potential day excursions
in port cities should be undertaken and this should be
followed by workshops to expand awareness of investment
opportunities and mobilize developments.

Activity Group 1.4: multiday and multi-country river
cruising is rapidly growing in parts of the Mekong River,
particularly in the Mekong Delta region. There are more
than a dozen river cruise operators at present with
additional lines and ships slated for the future. In order
to help further develop demand for river cruising on the
Mekong, efforts should be made to increase promotion
and cooperation. Additionally, this activity group will focus
on improving homeport and port of call facilities as well as
advocating the easing of rules and regulations governing
cross border river cruise operations.
Activity Group 1.5: there is a distinct lack of
accommodation alternatives along many parts of the
Mekong River. This results in an over reliance on river
cruises for individuals seeking multiday experiences on
the Mekong River. This activity group will seek to develop a
community based tourism concept (Camp Mekong), which
will provide a unique experience for travellers desiring a
more in-depth interaction with communities and naturebased tourism activities along the Mekong River. It is
proposed to develop a network of eco-friendly communitybased tourism campsites. This can be modelled after
international good practice like Campgrounds of America
or KOA.1

Activity Group 1.3: adventure tourism – both soft and
hard – shows great promise in international source markets.
There are innumerable opportunities for expansion in this
area along the Mekong River and its tributaries. Rapid
assessments of potential in the area of river rafting, cycling
and other related adventure tours should be conducted.
In order to develop good practice in the area of adventure
tourism, it is suggested that partnerships be developed
with international organizations such as the International
Rafting Federation and the Adventure Travel Trade
Association.
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Strategic Beacon 2:
Expand the demand for Mekong river-based
tourism in domestic, regional and
international markets
Strategic Beacon 2 supports the marketing and promotion
of river-based tourism along the Mekong River. In support
of the recently published Experience Mekong Marketing
Strategy and Action Plan, this beacon seeks to align
with established marketing and promotion channels
such as the Mekong Tourism Coordinating Office’s www.
mekongtourism.org website. Content related to riverbased tourism along the Mekong will need to be developed
and disseminated.
Activity Group 2.1: this activity proposes a focus on the
creation of content that describes the variety of river-based
tourism activities features on the Mekong. In particular, a
Mekong river-based tourism guide similar to the MRCproposed Mekong Ports and Tourism Atlas should be
developed possibly as a collaborative initiative. Similar
support materials and content should be developed for
transportation services between key port cities as well
as for river cruising. Where possible, content should
be developed collaboratively with leading regional and
national tour operators.
Activity Group 2.2: in order to raise awareness of river
cruise tourism in key source markets and augment existing
cruise operator’s marketing and promotion efforts, this
activity advocates the development of a Cruise Mekong
brand. Under the umbrella of this brand, the public and
private sectors can collaborate in a collective manner to
grow demand through brand exposure in consumer, trade
and social media channels and networks.
Activity Group 2.3: this activity group encourages the
partnering of organizations such as the Mekong Tourism
Coordinating Office and other regional and international
organizations to help promote the Mekong River as a focal
attraction in the GMS.

Strategic Beacon 3:
Develop a unified and integrated platform
for a Mekong River-based tourism policy.
Strategic Beacon 3 supports actions to improve the
regulatory and policy framework that will support the
development of river-based tourism along the Mekong
River. In particular partnerships, networks and dialogue
platforms shall be established and nurtured.
Activity Group 3.1: this activity groups aims to establish
partnerships with regional and national organizations,
ministries and departments involved in the Mekong River.
In particular, links with the Mekong River Commission and
the MTCO shall be investigated and common interests
identified. For easy implementation, it is suggested that
development zones be identified and agreed upon as per
Table 5 and Section 4 maps.
Activity Group 3.2: in order to bring cohesion to the
relationships built in activity group 3.1 and to create
awareness of the potential of Mekong river-based tourism,
regional, national and provincial events will be organized.
These symposia, workshops and roundtables will also
promote sustainable tourism development.
Activity Group 3.3: an umbrella organization that can
take the lead on development of river-based tourism along
the Mekong River should be established (e.g. Mekong
River Based Tourism Association) to provide continuity
and leadership. This organization should serve as a
secretariat linking public and private sector stakeholders
on a consistent basis. Potentially, this activity could be
embedded in an existing structure, such as the MTCO,
where an expanded mandate has been agreed upon.
Activity Group 3.4: the overall success of developing
river-based tourism on the Mekong River is contingent
upon the streamlining of regulations, procedures and
systems, and significant improvements in partnerships
and regionalization approaches. These can be achieved
through the sharing of good practice and the facilitation of
policy dialogue.

1

www.koa.com.
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3.6 Implementation and Monitoring
The successful implementation of this strategy is
contingent upon effective and efficient cooperation
among regional, national, provincial, and municipal public
and private stakeholders. Partnership approaches should
include representation from the following organizations:
The UNWTO is the instigator of this report and the lead
international organization encouraging the development
of river-based tourism on the Mekong River. The UNWTO
will:
¡¡ Build credibility for the plan to further develop riverbased tourism on the Mekong;
¡¡ Coordinate with GMS NTOs to embrace and act upon
the plan;
¡¡ Assist GMS NTOs in organizing events prescribed in
the strategy;
¡¡ Assist GMS NTOs in raising funds from the private
sector and development partners to fulfill infrastructure
and product development needs; and

The ASEAN Secretariat’s tourism division and related
tourism working groups will play an integral role in
advancing the concept of cruise and river-based tourism.
This is commensurate with the ASEAN Tourism Strategic
Plan 2016–2025, which identifies river cruising as a
product development focus for the region. The ASEAN
Secretariat will:
¡¡ Feature river-based tourism development as a major
thrust of their future planning;
¡¡ Coordinate with GMS NTOs to commit resources to
river-based tourism development;
¡¡ Allow for this strategy to be presented at one of the
tourism working group meetings;
¡¡ Assist GMS NTOs in organizing events as prescribed
in the strategy;
¡¡ Assist GMS NTOs in raising funds from the private
sector and development partners to fulfill infrastructure
and product development needs; and
¡¡ Produce, disseminate and promulgate
knowledge products, such as this report.

¡¡ Produce and disseminate tourism knowledge products,
such as this report.
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The Mekong Tourism Coordinating Office is the
focal sub-regional entity tasked with coordinating
implementation of the Experience Mekong Marketing
Strategy and Action Plan, of which a focus on secondary
destinations along the Mekong River is a key focus. It is
important that the MTCO is engaged and endorses this
river-based tourism development plan. MTCO will:

GMS national tourism organisations act as the lead
public sector entities responsible for tourism in each
country. The GMS NTO’s will play an integral role in
facilitating implementation of the river-based tourism
development plans at the national, provincial and municipal
levels. GMS NTOs will:

¡¡ Include river cruising and river-based tourism activities
in a new section of their www.mekongtourism.org;

¡¡ Communicate the desired outcomes of the river-based
tourism strategy to government departments and
industry associations;

¡¡ Build industry and consumer awareness of river-based
tourism on the Mekong;

¡¡ Facilitate collaboration between public and private
stakeholders;

¡¡ Include the topic of river-based tourism on the Mekong
in an upcoming Mekong Tourism Forum;

¡¡ Mobilize financial and human resources to implement
the strategy; and

¡¡ Allow for this strategy to be presented at one of the
semi-annual tourism working group meetings;

¡¡ Organize national, provincial and municipal level
workshops and meetings on the topic of river-based
tourism development.

¡¡ Assist GMS NTOs to organize and familiarization tours
in secondary destinations along the Mekong River; and
¡¡ Assist GMS NTOs raise funds from the private sector
and development partners.

UNWTO • Mekong River-based Tourism Product Development

59

https://www.e-unwto.org/doi/book/10.18111/9789284418015 - Monday, January 09, 2023 5:17:31 PM - IP Address:52.90.204.158

Private sector operators and investors are critical for
the success of the river-based tourism strategy. There
are many existing tour operators, cruise companies,
transportation operators, accommodation providers and
attractions currently engaged in delivering a myriad of
products along the Mekong River. There are also many
opportunities for further expansion and growth. The
private sector will:

Mekong River Commission has an institutional
responsibility to encourage sustainable and economically
viable development of the Mekong River. Tourism is
identified as an important focal point of development. The
MRC will:

¡¡ Promote Mekong River-based tourism through their
regular marketing and promotion channels;

¡¡ Mobilize financial and human resources to implement
the strategy;

¡¡ Collaborate in the improvement of existing and
development of new tourism products along the
Mekong River;

¡¡ Feature river-based tourism development as a major
thrust of their future planning;

¡¡ Mobilize financial and human resources to implement
the strategy; and
professionalism,
efficiency
and
¡¡ Demonstrate
effectiveness in management practice, particularly in
operations and maintenance.
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¡¡ Support and collaborate on the development of a
Mekong Ports and Tourism Atlas or similar;

¡¡ Participate in river-based tourism events organized by
UNWTO, ASEAN, MTCO or the NTOs; and
¡¡ Include river-based tourism as a development theme
and where possible include in relevant meetings and
events organized by MRC.
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Development partners will provide technical and
financial assistance to support multi-country product
development, capacity building, and knowledge sharing
on good practices. Development partners will:
¡¡ Mobilise funding and technical assistance to allow for
the implementation of the strategy;
¡¡ Include river-based tourism development as an
element of future project formulations;
¡¡ Participate in river-based tourism events organized by
UNWTO, ASEAN, MTCO or the NTOs; and
¡¡ Include river-based tourism as a development theme
and where possible include in relevant meetings and
events organized by the donor community.

3.7 Action Plan 2015–2020
The strategy includes 50 activities, categorized in
12 activity groups under the three strategic beacons.
An action plan covering 2015 to 2020 is in appendix 1.
A matrix of proposed monitoring instruments and
tools including sample indicators are also included in
appendix 3.
During the November workshop in Da Nang, it was
recommended by the NTO participants that some tangible
initiatives should be instigated immediately. In particular,
there was interest in developing a digital database of
Mekong Port Cities. It was also urged that a Mekong
River-based tourism event be held in 2016, possibly in
conjunction with the 2016 MTF. These and other ideas are
included in the action plan.
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4.

Mekong
River-based
Tourism Product
Development

To date, there is evidence to suggest that the scattered
undisciplined approach to the development of river-based
tourism along the Mekong River has yielded lacklustre
results. In order to better support river-based tourism
development, greater focus and coordination is required.
Table 5 proposes seven development zone subdivisions,
which is a concept that builds on the Mekong-Lancang

Table 5
Segment

River Tourism Planning Study.1 The segments, many of
which overlap, reflect the current cruise and destination
situation, potential for cruise tourism growth, connectivity,
possible sub-circuits and routes, overland and air access,
carrying capacity, and other factors. The seven segments/
zones and their respective unique selling points are
summarised in Table 5 and mapped below.

Mekong River-based tourism product development segments
Proposed name

Location

Unique selling points

1

The Golden Triangle

Chinese border-Houei Xay/
Chiang Khong

Remote ethnic villages, pristine landscapes,
3 countries/1 destination, unexplored mountains

2

Ancient Kingdoms

Houei Xay/Chiang Khong-Nong
Khai/Vientiane

Lanna/Lane Xang heritage, land of elephants,
ethnic villages, lush landscapes

3

Heart of the Mekong

Nong Khai/Vientiane-SavannakhetUbon Ratchathani

French colonial history, river life, rice farming,
geological wonders

4

The 4,000 Islands

Champassak/Pakse-Cambodian
Border

Pre-Angkor heritage, French colonial
infrastructure, rapids and falls, traditional fishing
villages

5

Mekong Discovery
Trail

Cambodian Border-Phnom Penh

6

The Angkor Empire

Phnom Penh-Siem Reap via Tonle
Sap

Angkor Wat, The Great Lake, floating villages

7

The Nine Dragons

Phnom Penh-Mekong Delta

Floating markets, fertile farming, fishing

1
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Dolphin/bird watching, wetlands,
French colonial heritage

Asian Development Bank Project TA5743, 24 September 1998.
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Mekong River tourism product development zone itineraries and maps

Base maps source: © 2015 Google, DATA SIO, NOAA, US Navy, NGA, Gebco.
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Segment/Zone 1: The Golden Triangle
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Chiang Rai-Mae Sai/Tachilek-Chiang SaenChiang Khong-Houei Xay-Ton PaengXieng Kok-Luang Namtha
Day 1, Mae Sai: leave Chiang Rai in the early morning
for the short drive to Mae Sai, and visit Wat Phrathat Phu
Khao temple and the mountain-top view of The Golden
Triangle’s three countries. Explore the border market and
enjoy local fish dishes for lunch, before crossing the Ruak
River Bridge to Tachilek, Myanmar, to investigate the Shan
town. Return to Mae Sai and travel to Sop Ruak Town at
the heart of The Golden Triangle, and the afternoon cruise
down the Mekong to Chiang Saen.
Day 2, Chiang Saen: search through the expansive
morning market, before inspecting the 8th-century Lanna
Kingdom capital’s city wall and ancient Buddhist religious
sites. Pay homage at the large bell-shaped Wat Chedi
Luang, and climb to Wat Phrathat Chom Kitti and a great
Mekong River view. Walk through a teak forest to the
700-year-old Wat Pa Sak, and continue to Wat Phrathat
Pha Ngao and its bell-shaped rock that resembles a
chedi. Finish the day learning the silk weaving process at
Ban San That Sericulture Village.
Day 3, Chiang Khong-Houei Xay: enjoy Mekong River
life on a morning cruise to Chiang Khong and the border
crossing to Houei Xay, Laos. Scale the stairs to a relaxing
Mekong view at Vat Jom Khao Manilat teak temple
constructed in 1880. Travel to the 1,000-year-old hilltop
Vat Pha Thad Souvanaphakham with a row of golden
Buddhas. Explore Fort Carnot, a French colonial bastion
built in 1900 (temporarily closed), and hunt for local wines
and rattan crafts at the market. Drive 15 km north to Nam
Chang Handicraft Village where ethnic Lanten women
produce bamboo paper. (Chiang Khong-Houei Xay also
launches “Ancient Kingdoms” segment).

Day 4, Ton Paeng: cruise to Ton Paeng on the Lao side of
The Golden Triangle, with plenty of Mekong riverside stops
along the way. Check out the gold-plated princess sculpted
into a river boulder near Pak Ngao Village. Further along,
cycle* from Viengxai to Pa Na village, where Lao Leuang
make rattan crafts at the base of Nam Nyon Waterfall
and swimming hole. Stop for a riverside lunch at Nang
Peng’s popular Kha Soi noodle soup shop in Ban Nam
Keung, and then visit the nearby Bokeo Ethnobotanical
Garden to learn about traditional herbal medicines. Land
at Ton Paeng and cycle to the 1,000-year-old ancient city
of Souvannakhomkham, with large Buddhas, ancient
stupas, and sections of its wall.
* Bicycle rentals are not locally available, and boats must carry
them onboard.

Day 5, Xieng Kok: spend the day cruising up the rarely
visited Lao-Myanmar Corridor. Journey through a green
tunnel of pristine wilderness, with occasional villages
presenting a peek into their remote lifestyles. The cruise
ends in Xieng Kok*, but there are plenty of CBT activities
available before moving on. A one-day trek or short drive
up Phou Pha Kham Mountain reaches an ethnic Akha
village to experience their distinct lifestyle. Visit Ban Nam
Bo, a Lahu/Hmong mountain community with a river trail,
known for its bird watching, to the Nam Bo Waterfall.
A short Mekong riverboat ride reaches Lahu villages at
Ban Houei Koum. Then, drive to Muang Sing and Luang
Namtha Town for onward travel.
*There are no quality accommodation or dining options.
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Segment/Zone 2: Ancient Kingdoms

66

UNWTO • Mekong River-based Tourism Product Development

https://www.e-unwto.org/doi/book/10.18111/9789284418015 - Monday, January 09, 2023 5:17:31 PM - IP Address:52.90.204.158

Chiang Khong/Houei Xay-Pak Beng-Luang
Prabang-Sayabouly-Chiang Khan-Nong Khai/
Vientiane
Day 1, Houei Xay-Pak Beng: embark in the morning
from Houei Xay for the 2-hour down-river cruise to
Pak Tha, where the Mekong leaves its role as the ThaiLao border and travels solely through Laos. Navigate the
river’s twists and turns through the lush mountains to a
Hmong or Khmu riverside village to investigate their unique
farming and fishing techniques and lifestyles. Continue to
Pak Beng*, and stroll up the hillside port town to explore
cafes, bakeries, and local craft shops.
* Pak Beng offers a range of accommodation and dining options,
but capacity is limited.

Day 5, Chiang Khan: arrive at Thai immigration and
Chiang Khan, frozen in a 100-year-old time warp and
now a trendy, revitalized Hueang River port town, where
the Mekong again demarcates the Laos and Thailand
border. Cycle past wooden-plank shop houses along the
riverfront promenade on a well-mapped tour of the town’s
temples, piers, and fishing spots. Take a sunset cruise to
experience river life, and then stroll along Walking Street
for great souvenir hunting and restaurants serving local
dishes.
Day 6, Nong Khai: cruise through the Mekong’s large
Kaeng Khutkhu rocky cataract, and Phu Khok Ngio where
the Mekong meets the Hueang River. Continue through
the flatter Mekong River basin to Nong Khai and onward
travel.

Day 2, Pak Beng-Luang Prabang: spend a full day
voyaging downriver through the pristine landscape and
past fishing villages to Luang Prabang. Stop along the way
at Pak Ou Cave to view scores of small ancient Buddhas.
Arrive at the UNESCO World Heritage Town in time for a
sunset dinner cruise.
Day 3, Luang Prabang: loads of tour options are on
the menu at the 14th-century capital of the Lane Xang
Kingdom. A classic tour takes in Vat Xieng Thong, the view
from Mount Phousi, the former royal palace, and Kuang Si
Waterfalls. Closer to the Mekong, hop on an elephant ride
or explore the maze of shops at “Whisky Village”. Learn to
weave at a handicraft class or cook Lao dishes with local
produce, and include a visit to an organic farm in your
day. Enjoy a meal overlooking the Mekong and hunt for
“Handmade in Luang Prabang” crafts at the Night Market.
Day 4, Sayabouly: enjoy a morning Mekong cruise
through rugged mountains to Sayabouly Province, “The
Land of the Elephants”. A choice of tours awaits at the
Tha Deua Pier. Head to the Elephant Conservation
Center’s pachyderm hospital and nursery near Sayabouly
Town* and learn about the health and well-being of this
endangered species. For those interested in their personal
well-being, take a guided tour through a garden sprouting
medicinal plants, and then relax in an herbal sauna or with
a traditional Lao massage.
* Note: Sayabouly Town is not directly located on the Mekong
River.
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Segment/Zone 3: Heart of the Mekong
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Vientiane-Pakxan-Thakaek-SavannakhetUbon Ratchathani-MukdahanNakhon Phanom-Nong Khai
Day 1, Vientiane-Pakxan: an early morning launch from
the Lao capital follows the Mekong downstream as it winds
north past Phou Khao Khouay National Protected Area,
before abruptly turning south. Rice fields fill the flat river
basin on the Thai and Lao sides, and as the cruise lands
in Pakxan, the steep Annamite Mountains begin rising in
the eastern skyline. Just south of Pakxan, longboats battle
up rapids through a canyon along the Mekong tributary,
Kading River, before reaching Tad Vang Fong Falls.
Day 2, Thakaek: the 185-km cruise from Pakxan to
Thakaek begins at Kaeng Sadok, where dozens of fishing
boats mingle with massive Mekong boulders. Pass the
mouth of the Hinboun River, which leads to the famous
Konglor Cave (optional extension). The vessel pulls into
the old French colonial port town of Thakaek with a steep
Mekong bank across from Thailand’s Nakhon Phanom.
Just south of town, visit the 6th-century Sikhottabong
Stupa and its cultural village, while the mysterious
9th-century Giant Wall (Kampaeng Yak) stands just north.
Back in town, enjoy the night market surrounded by French
colonial structures converted into restaurants and shops.
Day 3, Thakaek- Savannakhet: take a morning drive
just outside of Thakaek Town through “Cave Alley” to the
recently uncovered Buddha Cave and local craft market,
with fishermen trolling the adjacent lake. Then it’s back
on the Mekong for the 130-km cruise to Savannakhet,
and a stroll through downtown past some 20 colonial-era
structures at this once strategic river port across from
Mukdahan, Thailand. (Savannakhet offers several one-day
tour extensions).

Day 5, Ubon Ratchathani Province: start the day’s
river-based activities at Pak Bong Pier with a transfer to a
local longboat. Cruise along the bank to investigate Sam
Phan Bok (Three Thousand Holes) and other peculiar
Mekong rock formations. Navigate past the Kaeng Song
Khong rapids and relax for a snack at Hat Salueng Beach.
Make your way to Pha Hin Sila Lek rock where colonial
French measured the Mekong’s level, before heading to
Wat Khong Chiam, where the blue Mun River meets the
brown Mekong. Homestays are available at nearby Ban
Lat Charoen.
Day 6, Mukdahan: get an early start for the 200 km
boat ride, and arrive in time for a tour of the town to see
panoramic river views from Ho Kaeo Tower, and visit Wat
Si Mongkhon Tai and Our Lady of the Martyrs Church on
the Mekong banks. Riverside homestays are available at
Ban Nong Lom ethnic weaving community.
Day 7, Mukdahan-Nakhon Phanom: begin the day
investigating Ban Nong Lom, before climbing back
onboard for the 100-km cruise to Nakhon Phanom.
Along the way, navigate through Kaeng Kabao, an wide
boulder-filled section in the middle of the Mekong. An early
afternoon arrival in Nakhon Phanom opens the door to the
12th-century Phra That Phanom stupa and Clock Tower,
as well as French colonial St Joseph Church, Ho Chi Minh’s
safe house, and Renu Phu Thai weaving community, with
optional homestays.
Day 8, Nong Khai: a full day of cruising 300 km past
Thai rice paddies lands in Nong Khai and onward travel
to Vientiane and northern Laos or various destinations in
Thailand. Those spending an extra day can take in the
UNESCO listed Wat Phu Prabat, Indochina Market, and
Buddhist-Hindu Sculpture Park.

Days 4, Savannakhet-Ubon Ratchathani: rise early
for a solid day of cruising past the rice fields of Thailand,
and southern Laos’ tree-filled riverside landscape. Catch
a glimpse of sacred Henan Stone on the Mekong and
continue past remote villages and along Phou Xeng
Thong National Protected Area filled with birdlife. Some
200 km downriver, the Mekong leaves ends its run through
Thailand at Woen Buek Town, and cuts through Laos’
Champassak Province.
Note: There is no international border checkpoint on the
Mekong. Passengers must continue some 30 km to Pakse
from Woen Buek and cross overland into Thailand at the
Vieng Tao/Chiang Mek checkpoint. Riverside accommodation
upriver is very limited, and Ubon Ratchathani Town is about
50 km west of the checkpoint. Passengers can also transfer to
“The 4,000 Islands” cruise segment at Pakse.
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Segment/Zone 4: The 4,000 Islands
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Pakse-Vat Phou-Don Khong-Don Khone-Pakse
Day 1, Pakse-Vat Phou: depart Pakse for the 40 km
cruise to the Vat Phou-Champassak UNESCO World
Heritage Landscape. After landing at the Champassak
Town Pier, head to the 6th-century Khmer-era city on the
ancient Angkor Road along the Mekong. Inspect the wellpreserved temple complex, stone water reservoirs and
channels, rock quarries, and well-planned farming system.
Cross the Mekong to Don Daeng Island and an afternoon
bicycle ride along shady paths to temples, an ancient forest
stupa, and basket weaving village (homestay available).
Return to Champassak Town for an evening stroll along
the river past Buddhist temples, French colonial buildings,
and traditional shop houses.
Day 2, Don Khong: cruise downriver to Don
Khong, the first and largest of the Mekong’s popular
4,000 Islands (Siphandon) area. Khong Town’s strip
of French provincial buildings, including a museum,
guesthouses, and restaurants, reflects its past as a
strategic colonial administrative center. Take a relaxing
drive* around the island’s perimeter and stop at historical
Buddhist temples and religious shrines, ancient Khmer
ruins, and villages producing palm sugar treats and potent
rice alcohol. A short evening cruise reaches Don Khone
and Don Det.

Day 3, Don Khone: take a full day to investigate the island
by trolley, bicycle, or motorbike, and witness the rapids
and falls that block navigation on the Mekong. Start with
an early morning longboat ride from southernmost Hang
Khone Pier to spot the rare freshwater Irrawaddy dolphins.
Then, experience the island’s unique nature-and-culture
combination at Li Phi Waterfalls and Pa Soy Village, where
locals scamper over bamboo fish traps and scaffolding
precariously constructed across the obstructive rapids.
Along the way, stop to inspect the French colonial
infrastructure built to bypass the rapids, including remnants
of piers, steam locomotives, the 7-km railway route, and a
railroad bridge to Don Det and its gantry*. Return to Pakse
by boat or land, or head overland to Cambodia and “The
Mekong Discovery Trail” cruise segment.
* A tour extension at Don Khone can include a longboat tour
through the area’s channels and fishing villages with homestays.

* Land transportation must be pre-arranged. Bicycle rentals are
available.
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Segment/Zone 5: The Mekong Discovery Trail
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Day 1, Phnom Penh-Kampong Cham: take a pleasant
100-km cruise from the Cambodian capital upriver to
Kampong Cham, a popular local retreat from Phnom
Penh’s hustle and bustle. Spend the afternoon cycling
among the quiet Mekong Riverside town’s French colonial
architecture, market, pottery village, and Wat Joy T’maw
temple.
Day 2, Kratie: a 3-hour-cruise through the Mekong River
basin’s flatlands reaches Kratie on the eastern bank. For
those seeking a relaxing afternoon, take a horse cart tour
of the town to view French colonial buildings, the riverfront
and pier, and local markets, visit Buddhist temples, and
shop at a local craft store. Those seeking a soft adventure
can cross by ferry to Koh Trong Island and cycle* along
the 9-km shady riverfront dirt trail past fruit crops to a
floating Vietnamese fishing village and Buddhist temple.
(Accommodation and dining options are limited).
* Bicycles can be rented in town.

Day 4, Stung Treng: take a 6-7-hour cruise through
farmlands along the river plain to Stung Treng at the wide
confluence of the Mekong and Sekong Rivers. Passengers
can take the “Stung Treng Town Trail” along the Sekong
riverfront to see the town port and Mekong-Sekong
junction, silk production, the market, Buddhist temples,
and a Mekong sunset viewpoint. Those with more energy
can cross the Mekong by ferry to Thala Barivet village
and cycle* to pre-Angkor ruins, an orphanage, and riverjunction views. (Accommodation and dining options are
limited.)
* Bicycles can be rented in town.

Day 5, Ou Svay: take a morning cruise upriver to the
frontier village of Ou Svay at the Lao border with a stop at
a Ramsar wetlands to view its birdlife and flora. From Ou
Svay, head off on a longboat to view river dolphins and the
distant Hang Khone Pier across the river in Laos. Those
wishing to travel inland can take a forest trek to a waterfall
and hilltop Mekong view. Homestays are available in Ou
Svay, or passengers can continue overland to Laos (“The
4,000 Islands” cruise segment) or Phnom Penh via Stung
Streng.

Day 3, Sambour: start the day by cruising some 15 km
upriver to Kampi Pier and longboats to view the rare
river dolphins. Continue to Sambour for cycling tours on
a Mekong island. Stop first at the 100 Pillar Wat (Sarsar
Mouy Rouy), which was originally built in 1529 and features
cultural performances and overnight “wat stays”. Continue
to Koh Phdau Island’s 15 km of cycling trails with spots
for catching a glimpse of the dolphins. Homestays are
available on the island. There are no other accommodation
and dining options.
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Segment/Zone 6: The Angkor Empire
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Phnom Penh-Oudong- Kampong ChhnangTonle Sap-Siem Reap
Day 1, Phnom Penh-Oudong: take a 2-hour cruise from
Phnom Penh up the Tonle Sap River to the 16th-18th-century
Khmer capital of Oudong. A mountain path leads to
Arthross Temple (Temple of Eight Points) and a mosque
dating to the Islamic empire that once shared Indochina
with the Khmer. (Accommodation and dining options are
limited.)

Day 3, Tonle Sap Lake-Siem Reap: spend a full day
navigating the “Great Lake”. Stop first at Kampong Loouhng floating village, inhabited by Vietnamese-descended
fishermen, and paddle around the neighborhoods. Cruise
to the floating village of Chnok Tru, and then continue to
the lake’s northern shore and take a boat tour of Kampong
Khleang, a community that stands on stilts above the
water. From here, it’s just a short drive to Seam Reap
and the famed Angkor Wat temple complex, and onward
transportation.

Day 2, Kampong Chhnang: continue on the Tonle Sap
River to the fishing port town of Kampong Chhnang and
check out the town’s old temples and nearby Phnom Ta
Ind wildlife preserve. In the afternoon, hop on a longboat
to explore the town’s floating houses and favorite local
fishing spots. After dinner, take a relaxing stroll along the
new riverside walkway.
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Segment/Zone 7: The Nine Dragons
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Phnom Penh-Chau Doc-Cai Be-My ThoHo Chi Minh City
Day 1, Phnom Penh-Chau Doc: cruise downriver from
Phnom Penh to the Viet Nam border checkpoint at Vinh
Xuong and further to Chau Doc, the gateway to the
Mekong delta. Take a longboat tour to the Cham Muslim
community and the floating fishing village, and visit Sam
Mountain, the delta’s highest point and home to dozens of
sacred pagodas and temples.

Day 3, My Tho-Ho Chi Minh City: on the cruise to
My Tho, stop at Thoi Son Island, and take part in daily
village activities such as picking fruit in the orchards or
cycle around the island. End the cruise in My Tho, a major
port city, where transportation awaits for the 85 km drive
to Ho Chi Minh City. Mai Tho hosts several delta riverboat
tour extensions to more deeply explore the region.

Day 2, Cai Be: delve deeper into the delta on the Tien
River to Cai Be, and paddle amidst its renown floating
market with small boats filled with fruits, vegetables, and
household products. Venture to Tan Phong Island for a
village visit (with an optional overnight homestay) and stroll
through its chom chom gardens where large, succulent
rambutan fruit grows.
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Appendix 1
Implementation
Matrix

Beacon 1:
Improve the quality and variety of river-based tourism activities along the Mekong
Activity Group 1.1

Further develop Mekong River as a reliable and safe tourism transport corridor

Activity

2015

2016

×

×

2017

1.1.1

Assess existing passenger and cargo transportation
cooperatives/systems serving the Mekong

1.1.2

Develop standards for river transportation operators
carrying passengers between main port cities along
the Mekong

×

×

1.1.3

Develop a transportation cooperative/union in key
port cities along the Mekong (Mekong Water Taxis
Operators)

×

×

1.1.4

Assess and where necessary improve river piers in
key hub cities along the Mekong

1.1.5

Develop and publicize transportation schedules that
are regular, reliable and safe for tourists
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2018

2019

2020

Potential partners
NTOs, PTDs, MRC,
MTCO, ADB, DoIW, MoTs
MRC, ADB, DoIW, MoTs

×

×

×

MRC

ADB

×

×

×

×

MTCO
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Activity Group 1.2 Encourage port cities to develop day excursions through public-private partnership models
Activity

2015

2016

×

×

2017

2018

2019

2020

Potential partners
UNWTO, PATA

1.2.1

Develop an understanding of river-based day
excursions through research, good practice
analysis and publication of white papers

1.2.2

Identify, assess and evaluate existing and
potential river-based tourism day excursions from
key port cities

×

NTOs, PTDs, MRC,
MTCO, PSAs

1.2.3

Organize workshops in key port cities to expand
awareness of river-based tourism investment
opportunities among public and private sector

×

NTOs, PTDs, MRC,
MTCO, PSAs

1.2.4

Develop a portfolio of river-based tourism
investment opportunities and promote within the
investment community

×

Activity Group 1.3

×

NTOs, PTDs, MRC,
MTCO, PSAs, UNWTO,
ASEAN

×

Expand adventure tourism offer along the Mekong and its tributaries

Activity

2015

2016

2017

2018

2019

2020

Potential partners
UNWTO, PATA

1.3.1

Develop an understanding of river-based
adventure tourism through research, good
practice analysis and publication of white papers

×

1.3.2

Identify, assess and evaluate existing and
potential river-based adventure tourism along the
Mekong River at its tributaries

×

1.3.3

Organize workshops to expand awareness of
river-based adventure tourism development
opportunities among public and private sector

×

1.3.4

Seek partnership with the International Rafting
Federation and Adventure Travel Trade Association

×

NTOs, PTDs, MRC,
MTCO, PSAs, IRF

×

×

NTOs, PTDs, MRC,
MTCO, PSAs, IRF,
UNWTO
NTOs, UNWTO, IRF,
ATTA
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Activity Group 1.4

Encourage the further development of multi-day river cruising
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Activity

2015

2016

2017

2018

2019

2020

×

Potential partners

1.4.1

Inventory current multi-day river cruises on the Mekong

1.4.2

Develop a river-cruising section on MTCO and ASEAN
websites

×

1.4.3

Organize a regional Mekong river-cruising workshop
to encourage public private dialogue and understand
constraints and threats to expansion

×

1.4.4

Improve home port and port of call infrastructure based
on private sector input

×

NTO’s, PTD’s

1.4.5

Champion easing of regulatory framework particularly in
regards to cross border river cruise operations

×

NTO’s, PTD’s

Activity Group 1.5

NTO’s, PTD’s
NTO’s, PTD’s

NTO’s, PTD’s

Expand adventure tourism offer along the Mekong and its tributaries

Activity

2015

1.5.1

Develop conceptual design blue print of Camp Mekong

1.5.2

dentify locations in participating countries and develop
land grant model

1.5.3

Develop a Camp Mekong business plan and seek
investment

1.5.4

Develop and pilot first Camp Mekong site and promote
to key source markets

2016

2017

2018

2019

2020

Potential partners

Abbreviations:
NTOs = National Tourism Organisations; PTDs = Provincial Tourism Departments; MRC = Mekong River Commission; MTCO = Mekong Tourism Coordinating Office;
ADB = Asian Development Bank; DoIW = Department of Inland Waterways; MoTs = Ministries of Transporatation. UNWTO = United Nations World Tourism Organisation;
PATA = Pacific Asia Travel Association; PSAs = Private Sector Associations; ASEAN = Association of Southeast Asian Nations; IRF = International Rafting Association;
ATTA = Adventure Travel Trade Association.
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Beacon 2:
Expand the demand for Mekong river-based tourism in domestic, regional and
international markets
Activity Group 2.1

Produce content that describes the variety of river-based tourism activities features on
the Mekong
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Activity

2015

2016

2017

×

×

×

×

×

2.1.1

Research, write and produce a Mekong river-based
tourism guide

2.1.2

Research, produce and continually update a
transportation schedule from key port cities along the
Mekong River

2.1.3

Research, write and produce a Cruise Mekong guide

×

×

2.1.4

Meet with regional and national tour operators to share
good practice in product development, delivery and
marketing

×

×

2018

2019

2020

Potential partners
UNWTO, ADB, NTOs,
MRC, MTCO, PTDs

×

×

×

UNWTO, MRC,
NTOs, DoIW, MoTs

UNWTO, MRC
MTCO, MRC

Activity Group 2.2 Create a Cruise Mekong brand and promote through digital and traditional media networks
Activity

2015

2016

2017

2018

2.2.1

Engage professional marketing communications expert/
firm to create a Cruise Mekong brand

2.2.2

Encourage public and private sector stakeholders
to expose the Cruise Mekong brand in their regular
marketing activities

×

×

2.2.3

Expose the Cruise Mekong brand through consumer,
trade and social media channels and networks

×

×

Activity Group 2.3

2019

2020

Potential partners
UNWTO, ASEAN,
MTCO

×

×

×

UNWTO, ASEAN,
MTCO

UNWTO, ASEAN,
MTCO

Promote the Mekong River as a key feature of GMS Tourism

Activity
2.3.1

Partner with Mekong Tourism Coordinating Office to
promote river-based tourism on and along the Mekong
River

2.3.2

Participate and display the Cruise Mekong brand in key
trade regional trade shows

2.3.3

Organize an MTF with the theme Mekong River-based
Tourism Development

2015

2016

2017

2018

2019

2020

×

×

×

×

×

×

UNWTO, ASEAN,
MTCO

×

×

×

UNWTO, ASEAN,
PATA, MTCO

×

×

Potential partners

MTCO

Abbreviations:
NTOs = National Tourism Organisations; PTDs = Provincial Tourism Departments; MRC = Mekong River Commission; MTCO = Mekong Tourism Coordinating Office;
ADB = Asian Development Bank; UNWTO = United Nations World Tourism Organisation; MTF = Mekong Tourism Forum; PATA = Pacific Asia Travel Association;
ASEAN = Association of Southeast Asian Nations.
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Beacon 3:
Develop a unified and integrated platform for Mekong river-based tourism policy
Activity Group 3.1

Establish partnership with regional and national organisations, ministries and
departments involved in the Mekong River
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Activity

2015

2016

2017

2018

2019

2020

Potential partners

3.1.1

Seek alignment and harmonization with the Mekong
River Commission

×

×

UNWTO, ASEAN,
ADB, MTCO, NTOs

3.1.2

Collaborate and knowledge sharing with MTCO
and TWG

×

×

UNWTO, ASEAN,
ADB, MTCO, NTOs

3.1.3

Agree upon and prioritize development segments of the
Mekong River

3.1.4

Form national Mekong River-based tourism
development working groups

×

×

NTOs, PTDs, MRC,
MTCO, ADB, DoIW,
MoTs

Activity Group 3.2

Organise Mekong River-based Tourism events to build awareness and promote
sustainable development

Activity

2015

3.2.1

Regional Symposium

3.2.2

Country-level national workshops on river-based
tourism development

3.2.3

Port city-level provincial workshops on river-based
tourism development
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2016

2017

2018

2019

Potential partners
UNWTO, ASEAN,
ADB, MTCO, NTOs

×
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2020

×

NTOs

×
×

×

PTDs

Activity Group 3.3

Establish Mekong River Based Tourism Association
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Activity

2015

2016

2017

2018

2019

2020

Potential partners

3.3.1

Identify existing cooperative frameworks currently in
operation

×

×

UNWTO, ASEAN

3.3.2

Research international good practice

×

×

UNWTO, ASEAN

3.3.3

Produce a mission, vision and modus operandi for the
MRTA

×

UNWTO, ASEAN,
MRC

3.3.4

Advocate and seek endorsement the establishment of
the MRTA at the national and regional levels

×

3.3.5

Establish the MRTA

×

3.3.6

Develop and disseminate common standards along the
Mekong River through the MRTA

×

Activity Group 3.4

UNWTO, ASEAN,
MRC, NTOs, MOTs

×

×

×

MRTA, IRF, ATTA

Engage in policy dialogue to streamline regulations, procedures and systems

Activity

2015

2016

2017

2018

2019

2020

Potential partners

3.4.1

Increase governmental commitment to developing the
Mekong River

×

×

UNWTO, ASEAN,
ADB

3.4.2

Research existing customs, immigration and quarantine
regulations and seek harmonization

×

×

MRTA

3.4.3

Research boat licensing and operating regulations and
seek harmonization

×

×

MRTA

3.4.4

Develop operation and maintenance guidelines for
public river-based facilities

×

×

MRTA

3.4.5

Encourage food safety and hygiene standards

×

×

MRTA
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Appendix 2
Existing Mekong
River Cruises

Cruise Line
Ama
Waterways

Website
amawaterways.com

Vessel name

Capacity

AmaLotus

62 Cabins/
124 Pax

AmaDara

62 Cabins/
124 Pax

Itenerary

Days

Frequency

Ho Chi Minh City-Cai Be-Sa Dec-Border-Phnom Penh-Oudong-Kampong
Chhnang-Tonle Sap-Siem Reap vv

8

28x/yr

8

28x/yr

Aqua
Expeditions

aquaexpeditions.
com

Aqua Mekong

20 Cabins/
40 Pax

Ho Chi Minh City-My Tho-Sa DecChau Doc-Border-Phnom PenhKampong Chhnang-Tonle Sap-Siem
Reap vv

8

N/A

Avalon
Waterways

avalonwaterways.
com

Siem Reap

18 Cabins/
36 Pax

Ho Chi Minh City-Cai Be-Sa DecChau Doc-Border-Phnom Penh-Tonle
Sap-Siem Reap vv

8

40x/yr
(Jun-Mar)

Blue Cruiser

bluecruiser.com

BC 03

16 Pax

Phnom Penh-Chau Doc vv

1

Daily

BC 04

28 Pax

Charter

N/A

BC John H

17 Pax

Charter

N/A

BC 05

24 Pax

Charter

N/A

BC 06

36 Pax

Charter

N/A

BC 08

18 Pax

Charter

N/A

BC 19

14 Pax

Charter

N/A

BC 20

36 Pax

Charter

N/A

BC 24

16 Pax

Charter

N/A

N/A

Sampan
30 Pax
x 5 boats

Ho Chi Minh City-Cai Be-Vinh LongSa Dec-Ho Chi Minh City

Speedboats

Cai Be
Princess

84

caibeprincessmekong.com
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Daily

Cruise Line
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CFM

Far East Tour
(Agent)

Website
cfmekong.com

songxanhcruisemekong.com

Vessel name

Days

Frequency

Phnom Penh-Oudong-Kampong
Chhnang-Tonle Sap-Siem Reap vv

3

12x/yr
(Nov-Feb)

Toum Tiou II

Phnom Penh-Oudong-Border-Chau
Doc-Sa Dec-Vinh Long-Cai Bei-My
Tho-Ho Chi Minh City vv

6

2x/yr
(Oct)

Toum Tiou II

Ho Chi Minh City-My Tho-Cai Bei-Vinh
Long-Sa Dec-Border-Phnom PenhKampong Chhnang-Tonle Sap-Siem
Reap vv

8

32x/yr
(July-Mar)

Toum Tiou II

Capacity
14 Cabins/
28 Pax

Itenerary

Toum Tiou

10 Cabins/
20 Pax

Ho Chi Minh City-My Tho-Cai Bei-Vinh
Long-Sa Dec-Chau Doc-Border-Phnom Penh-Kampong Chhnang-Tonle
Sap-Siem Reap vv

9

30x/yr
(July-Apr)

Lan Diep

22 Cabins/
44 Pax

Variation of Toum Tien Cruise

12

20x/yr
(Oct-Apr)

Indochine

24 Cabins/
48 Pax

Variation of Toum Tien Cruise

9

30x/yr
(Aug-May)

Song Xanh 1

1 Room/
2 Pax Sampan

2 Days: Ho Chi Minh City-Cai Be-Sa
Dec-Ho Chi Minh City

2-3

N/A

Song Xanh 2

3 Days: Ho Chi Minh City-Cai Be-Vinh
Long-Sa Dec-Can Tho-Ho Chi Minh
City

2-3

N/A

Song Xanh 3

3 Days: Cai Be-Vinh Long-Sa Dec-Can
Tho-Chau Doc

2-3

N/A

Ho Chi Minh City-My Tho-Cai Be-Sa
Dec-Border-Phnom Pehn–Kampong
Cham-Kampong Chhnang-Tonle SapSiem Reap vv

8

44x/yr (JulApr)

8

44x/yr (JulApr)

8

N/A

Song Xanh 4
Heritage Line

heritage-line.com

Jayavarman

Jahan

27 Cabins/
54 Pax

26 Cabins/
52 Pax

Indochina Sails

indochinasails.com

La Marguerite

36 Cabins/
72 Pax

Siem Reap-Tonle Sap-Kampong
Chhnang-Phnom Penh-Kampong
Cham-Sa Dec-Ho Chi Minh City vv

Le
Cochinchine

lecochinchine.com

Le Cochinchine

7 Cabins/
14 Pax

2 Day: Can Tho-Cai Be vv

2, 3, 7

N/A

Douce Mekong

4 Cabins/
8 Pax

3 Day:
Can Tho-Sa Dec-Cai Be vv

2, 3, 7

N/A

7 day: HCMC–Cai Be-Vinh Long-Can
Tho-Chau Doc-PP-SRP vv
Mekong
Cruises

N/A

mekong-cruises.
com

Luang Say
1, 2, 3

40 Pax/Vessel

Houei Xay-Pak Beng-Luang Prabang
vv

2

Daily except June

vatphou.com

Vat Phou

12 Cabins/
24 Pax

Pakse-Siphandon-Pakse

3

3x/week
except
June
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Cruise Line

Website

Mekong Eyes

mekongeyes.com

Mekong River
Cruises

Mekong Secret
Cruises

cruisemekong.com

mekongsecretcruises.com

Vessel name

Capacity

Itenerary

Days

Frequency

Mekong Eyes

14 Cabins/
30 Pax

Can Tho-Cai Be vv

2-3

N/A

Dragon
Eyes 1

2 Cabins/
4 Pax

Delta Charters

2-3

On
Request

Dragon
Eyes 2

2 Cabins/
4 Pax

Delta Charters

2-3

On
Request

Gecko Eyes

1 Cabin/
2 Pax

Delta Charters

2-3

On
Request

Mekong Sun

14 Cabins/
28 Pax

Golden Triangle – Houei Xay-Pak ThaPak Beng-Luang Prabang-SayaboulyPak Lay-Vientiane vv

Le Tamarin
(2014-15)

14 Cabins/
28 Pax

8, 10,
12

20x/yr
(varies,
includes regular Luang
PrabangHouei Xay
service)

Nakhon Phanom-Pak Kading-Nong
Khai vv

5

6x/yr varies

Ho Chi Minh City-My Tho-Sa Dec-Can
Tho-Border-Phnom Penh-Kampong
Chhnang-Tonle Sap-Siem Reap vv

8

23x/yr
(Oct-May)

Phnom Penh-Oudong-Kampong
Chnnang-Tonle Sap-Siem Reap vv

4

10x/yr
(Nov-May)

Phnom Penh -Kampong Cham-KratieOudong-Kampong Chhnang-Tonle
Sap-Siem Reap vv

8

1x/yr (Nov)

Mekong Smile

mekongsmilecruise.
com

333

Riverboat/
40 Pax

Houei Xay-Pak Beng-Luang Prabang
vv

2

5x/wk

Nagi of the
Mekong

nagiofmekong.com

Nagi

Riverboat/
40 Pax

Houei Xay-Pak Beng-Luang Prabang
vv

2

5x/wk
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Cruise Line
Pandaw

Website
pandaw.com

Vessel name
Mekong
Pandaw

Capacity
24 Cabins/
48 Pax
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Frequency

7

50x/yr

Ho Chi Minh City-Vinh Long-Can
Tho-Sa Dec-Chao Doc- Phnom PenhKratie-Kampong Cham-Tonle SapSiem Reap

11

1x/yr

Vientiane-Pak Lay-Sayabouly-Luang
Prabang-Pak Beng-Chiang Khong

11

12x/yr

Laos Pandaw

Vientiane-Pak Lay-Luang PrabangPak Beng-Chiang Saen-Xieng KokJinghong vv

14

8x/yr (OctFeb)

Laos Pandaw

Chiang Saen-Xieng Kok-Jinghong vv

7

7x/yr (FebApr)

Laos Pandaw

cruisesmekongriver.
net

Days

Ho Chi Minh City-My Tho-Cai BeChau Doc-Phnom Penh-Kampong
Cham-Tonle Sap-Siem Reap vv

Mekong
Pandaw

Prestige (Agent)

Itenerary

10 Cabins/
20 Pax

Prestige 2

32 Cabins/
64 Pax

Ho Chi Minh Chi-My Tho-Cai Be-Sa
Dec-Border-Phnom Penh-OudongKampong Chhnang-Tonle Sap-Siem
Reap vv

8

Mekong 1

15 Cabins/
30 Pax

Cai Be-Sa Dec-Cai Be

3

28x/yr
(Oct-Apr)

Mekong 2

15 Cabins/
30 Pax

Cai Be-Sa Dec-Cai Be

3

N/A

Mekong
Melody

2 Cabins/
4 Pax

Cai Be-Sa Dec-Can Tho vv

2, 3,
4, 5

N/A

Royal Orchid

30 Cabins/
60 Pax

Ho Chi Minh City-My Tho-Chau DocPhnom Penh-Tonle Sap-Kampong
Cham-Siem Reap vv

8

N/A

Mekong
Navigator

34 Cabins/
68 Pax

Siem Reap-Kampong Cham-Phnom
Penh-Chau Doc-Sa Dec-My Tho-Ho
Chi Minh City vv

8

N/A

Mekong
Princess

12 Cabins/
24 Pax

Siem Reap-Kampong Chhnang-Tonle
Sap-Phnom Penh-Can Tho-Ho Chi
Minh City vv

8

20x/yr (AprFeb)

Mekong
Explorer

16 Cabins/
32 Pax

VTN-LPQ-GT (Integrates 3 Circuits) vv

12

30x/yr
(Sept-May)

2

Shompoo

shompoocruise.
com

N/A

Riverboat/
40 Pax

Houei Xay-Pak Beng-Luang Prabang
vv

Tara Riverboat

taraboat.com

The Tara

Riverboat/
250 Pax

Siem Reap/Tonle Sap

½-1

Tara Prince

Riverboat/
30 Pax

Siem Reap/Tonle Sap

1
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Cruise Line

Website

TransMekong
(Agent)

transmekong.com

Vessel name

Capacity

Itenerary

Days

Frequency

Bassac 1

6 Cabins/
12 Pax

Can Tho-Cai Be-Can Tho

2

Bassac 2

10 Cabins/
20 Pax

Can Tho-Cai Be-Can Tho

2

N/A

Bassac 3

12 Cabins/
24 Pax

Can Tho-Cai Be-Can Tho

2

N/A

Viking River
Cruises

vikingrivercruises.
com

Viking
Mekong

28 Cabins/
56 Pax

Siem Reap-Kampong Cham-Phnom
Penh-Border-Sa Dec-Ho Chi Minh
City vv

8

26x/yr

Xishuangbanna

4panda.com (Agent)

Tianta 1

52 Pax

Jinghong-Chiang Saen vv

1

Daily

Golden
Triangle

Tianta 2

52 Pax

Jinghong-Chiang Saen vv

1

Daily

Tour

Golden
Triangle 8

52 Pax

Jinghong-Chiang Saen vv

1

Daily
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Appendix 3
Design and
Monitoring
Framework

Performance targets
and/or indicators

Design summary

Data sources and/or
reporting mechanisms

Vision

By 2020

Mekong river-based tourism grows
and positively enhances livelihoods
for people and communities through
sustainable development, partnerships
and cooperation.

¡¡ Partnerships developed between key
stakeholders; and

Outcome

By 2020

¡¡ NTO and PTO statistical reports; and

Increased variety and demand for
river-based tourism products along the
Mekong.

¡¡ Increases in variety and supply of
river-based tourism activities;

¡¡ Tour operator offers.

¡¡ Regional cooperation frameworks.

¡¡ Cooperative frameworks result in
emphasis on river-based tourism
development.

¡¡ Improvements in tourism performance
in port cities along the Mekong; and
¡¡ Expansion of cooperation frameworks
for Mekong river-based tourism.

Strategic Beacons

By 2020

¡¡ NTO and PTO reports;

Improve the quality and variety of
river-based tourism activities along the
Mekong.

¡¡ Expansion of products beyond
existing offer;

¡¡ Tour operator offers; and
¡¡ TripAdvisor comments.

¡¡ Increased multi-day cruises offering;
¡¡ Additional day/evening cruises on
offer;
¡¡ Improved service quality; and
¡¡ Expansion of adventure river-based
tour offer.
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Design summary
Expand the demand for Mekong riverbased tourism in domestic, regional and
international markets

Performance targets
and/or indicators

Data sources and/or
reporting mechanisms

¡¡ Increased number of arrivals in key
port cities along the Mekong;

¡¡ NTO and PTO statistical reports;

¡¡ Cruise Mekong brand created and
disseminated; and

¡¡ Media articles.

¡¡ Keyword searches; and

¡¡ Increased media coverage of the
Mekong River.
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Develop a unified and integrated platform
for Mekong river-based tourism policy

¡¡ Mekong-centric institutional
partnerships established;

¡¡ Signed MOUs;

¡¡ Mekong river-based tourism events
held;

¡¡ NTO reports; and

¡¡ Mekong River-based Tourism
Association established; and
¡¡ Regulatory processes streamlined.
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¡¡ Event programmes;
¡¡ Institutional reports.
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Abbreviations

ATF

ASEAN Tourism Forum

ADB

Asian Development Bank

UNESCAP

United National Economic

ASEAN

Association of Southeast Asian Nations

ATMS

ASEAN Tourism Marketing Strategy

ATSP

ASEAN Tourism Strategic Plan

UNWTO

World Tourism Organization

ATTA

Adventure Travel Trade Association

VNAT

Vietnam National

CBT

Community Based Tourism

DA

Dangerous Area

DCC

Danube Competence Centre

DoIW

Department of Inland Waterways

GDP

Gross Domestic Product

GMS

Greater Mekong Subregion

IRF

International Rafting Federation

ITB

International Tourism Borse

Lao PDR

Lao People’s Democratic Republic

MOT

Ministry of Transportation

MRC

Mekong River Commission

MTCO

Mekong Tourism Coordinating Office

MTF

Mekong Tourism Forum

NAP

Navigation Programme

NTO

National Tourism Organizations

ODA

Official Development Assistance

PATA

Pacific Asia Travel Association

PRC

People’s Republic of China

PTD

Provincial Tourism Department

SEZ

Special Economic Zone

TAT

Tourism Authority of Thailand

TWG

Tourism Working Group

and Social Commission Asia Pacific
UNESCO

United Nations Educational, Scientific
and Cultural Organisation

Administration of Tourism
WEF

World Economic Forum
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The World Tourism Organization, a United Nations specialized agency, is the leading international
organization with the decisive and central role in promoting the development of responsible, sustainable and
universally accessible tourism. It serves as a global forum for tourism policy issues and a practical source
of tourism know-how. Its membership includes 157 countries, 6 territories, 2 permanent observers and over
480 Affiliate Members.
UNWTO Affiliate Members bring together over 480 companies, educational & research institutions,
destinations and NGOs whose activities are related to tourism and which contribute to UNWTO their knowledge
and expertise to promote the development of tourism that’s responsible, sustainable and accessible for
everyone. Over 80 countries are represented among the Affiliate Members, the world’s premier forum for
exchanging tourism knowledge.

