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Times Reporters

Saola experts from around 
the world are urging the Lao 
and Vietnamese governments, 
along with conservationists and 
corporations, to rally and commit 
to saving a species that is on the 
brink of extinction.  

The elusive saola, often 
called the “Asian Unicorn”, 
is one of the world’s most 
endangered and rarely seen 
mammals and was discovered 24 
years ago in the dense jungles of 
Laos and Vietnam.

Conservationists made the 
call on World Saola Day (July 
9) with the World Wildlife Fund 
(WWF) and the International 
Union for the Conservation of 
Nature and Natural Resources 
(IUCN) Saola Working Group 
demanding urgent action to save 
the saola. 

The saola has only been 
recorded in the wild a handful 
of times by scientists since its 
discovery. Most recently, in 
November 2013, a camera trap 
took photos that gave renewed 
hope for its survival after 15 
years since the last photographic 
evidence.

It is threatened by poaching 
snares and destruction of its 
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habitat from illegal logging.  
The IUCN designated the saola 
“critically endangered” and it 
was placed on the IUCN Red 
List of Threatened Species TM 
in 2006.

Speaking on the day, Country 
Director of WWF-Laos Mr 
Somphone Bouasavanh said the 
saola may be small in stature but 
its importance to conservation in 
Laos and Vietnam is huge.

“We have an opportunity and 
a responsibility to ensure that the 
saola and its forest home survive, 
using cutting edge science, the 
world’s leading conservationists 
and cooperation across borders,” 
Mr Somphone said.

WWF-Vietnam is also 
launching the “Save Saola” 
campaign to provide a platform 
to raise awareness and increase 
commitment from both the 
public and private sectors to 
conserve the saola.

“The saola symbolises 
everything that’s at stake for 
us. If we can save it, we can 
save our forests, wildlife and 
the ecosystem services such as 
freshwater that the people living 
here depend upon. So for us, 
this is not just a fight to save 
one endangered species. It is a 
fight to save what it represents,” 

said WWF-Vietnam Country 
Director Dr Van Ngoc Thinh.

Under the Carbon and 
Biodiversity (CarBi) Project 
– supported by the German 
Development Bank KfW -- a 
network of protected areas had 
been created across the saola’s 
core range in Laos and Vietnam, 
covering more than 200,000 
hectares of Annamite forests. 

The forest guards that WWF-
Vietnam recruited from local 
villages had by the end of 2015 
removed 75,295 snare traps 
and dismantled 1,000 poaching 
operations and illegal logging 
camps.

Despite heroic efforts by 
the forest guards, the level of 
poaching and snaring remains 
high in saola habitat, threatening 
its future survival. 

If the saola is to survive in the 
wild, improved transboundary 
protected areas and increasing 
collaboration between Vietnam 
and Laos are urgently needed 
to protect the remaining intact 
forest and prevent poaching. 

In  add i t ion ,  demand 
reduction programmes for wild 
meat and medicinal needs, 
especially in Vietnam, could 
reduce the poaching pressure that 
leads to saola deaths.

Saola. 
(File photo WWF-
Laos)
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The government has approved 
the revision of electricity rates 
which will see households 
pay less for the power they 
consume.

The new rates come into 
force this month and will be 
reflected in the bills that are 
issued in August, a senior 
official of the Electricite du 
Laos (EDL) told Vientiane 
Times yesterday.

The  reduced  charges 
will be subsidised by more 
than 8 billion kip per month, 
according to the official, who 
asked not to be named.

In 2015, the EDL subsidised 
bills charged to poor families 
by as much as 150 billion kip 
nationwide, with impoverished 
households being charged less 
than the set rate. The new rates 
will be in effect from July 2016 
to December 2017. Meanwhile 
officials are working on the 
long term revision of electricity 
charges, which are expected to 
come into effect in 2018.

Electricity consumption 
will now be charged according 
to six rates: consumption of 
0-25 kilowatt hours (kWh) will 
be charged at 348 kip per kWh, 
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26-150 kwh will be charged at 
414 kip per kWh, 151-300 kWh 
will be charged at 799 kip per 
kWh, 301-400 kWh will be 
charged at 880 kip per kWh, 
401- 500 kWh will be charged 
at 965 kip, and consumption 
over 500 kWh will be charged 
at 999 kip per kWh. 

The previous rates were as 
follows: 0-25 kilowatt hours 
(kWh) was charged at 348 kip 
per kWh, usage of 26-150 kWh 
was charged at 414 kip, while 
consumption in excess of 150 
kWh was charged at 999 kip.

The old rates, which came 
into effect in 2012, were 
previously set to be applied 
until the end of 2017, but the 
government has decided to 
make an earlier revision.

The decision was taken 
following recent complaints 
by consumers that electricity 
charges  were  too  h igh , 
especially those charged in 
May, when many households 
saw their bills increase by two 
or three times.

EDL said previously that 
charges could not be reduced 
to unreasonably low rates 
because, although several 
hydropower plants have been 
built in Laos, they are built by 

investors who have to comply 
with economic studies that 
take into account the investors’ 
ability to repay the bank loans 
they borrowed. These are part 
of the loan conditions.

P r o j e c t  c o n c e s s i o n s 
typica l ly  run  for  25-30 
years. When they end, the 
hydro plants fall under Laos’ 
ownership and the country can 
make independent decisions 
with the public expected to 
benefit more from the presence 
of power plants, EDL said.

As of 2015, Laos had 38 
power plants built at a total 
cost of more than 81.7 trillion 
kip (US$10 billion) with a 
total installed capacity of 
6,265MW. Combined, they 
can generate 33,315 million 
kWh of electricity per annum, 
Minister of Energy and Mines 
Dr Khammany Inthirath said.

Another 45 plants are under 
construction and more will 
be built in the future. Laos 
is aiming for a total installed 
capacity of about 12,000MW 
by 2025. 

So far, 90.6 percent of 
more than one million families 
across the country have access 
to electricity, according to the 
minister.
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The government needs greater 
investment in adolescent 
girls across all sectors, as this 
will yield a huge return on 
investment to Laos.

Minis ter  of  Planning 
and Investment Dr Souphan 
Keomixay made the statement 
yesterday at a high-level 
forum titled “How Investing 
in Adolescent Girls Today 
Can Ensure  Susta inable 
Development for Laos”.

The meeting was part 
of activities to mark World 
Population Day which is 
observed every July 11 in over 
90 countries.

The day seeks to focus 
attention on the urgency and 
importance of population 
issues, particularly in the 
context of overall development.

The theme for this year is 
“Investing in adolescent girls”. 
It is widely acknowledged that 
girls aged 10-19 around the 
world face more and greater 
challenges than their male 
counterparts. 

Dr Souphan said Laos has 
the earliest age of marriage in 

Investing in adolescent girls seen as 
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the region. One in 10 girls is 
married by the age of 15. Early 
marriage is often associated 
with early pregnancy.

This means Laos also has 
the highest adolescent birth 
rate in the region, at 94 births 
per 1,000 girls aged 15-19.

“This is unacceptable; 
we would not want this to 
happen to our own daughter, 
granddaughter or sister. It is 
up to all of us to reduce those 
risks and empower these girls,” 
he said.

Dr Souphan noted that 
the lack of sufficient public 
spending is one of the main 
obstacles to the realisation 
of the rights of adolescents, 
especially girls. There should 
be clear links between laws, 
policies, and budgets, he said.

Investment in the rights of 
adolescents is not only a legal 
obligation but is also sound 
macro-economic policy.

T h e  S u s t a i n a b l e 
Development Goals provide 
us with a good opportunity to 
mobilise real action to make 
that vision a reality. Clearly, 
investment in the 700,000 
adolescent girls in Laos can be 

transformative, he added.  
T h e  g o v e r n m e n t  i s 

committed to leave no one 
behind and to priori t ise 
investment in adolescent girls 
as the smart choice for the 
health and prosperity of Laos. 

The ministry reaffirmed 
Laos’ commitment to centralise 
adolescent girls in the socio-
economic development plan 
and integrate them into various 
sectors to enable them to fulfill 
their potential and contribute to 
the future of the country.  

According to the United 
Nations Population Fund, a 
series of activities is conducted 
to mark World Population 
Day in Laos, involving the 
government, development 
partners, and young people. 

Evening activities were 
organised at Chao Anouvong 
Park by and for young people, 
with support from the Vientiane 
Women and Youth Clinic.

A pho to  con t e s t  f o r 
adolescents aged 10-19 years 
has also been launched. The 
initiative is aimed at hearing 
their voices on the issue of 
investing in adolescent girls 
for sustainable development.

High-level officials from line ministries and UNFPA speak at the meeting.

Diplomats and officials can 
request the money from their 
employers or pay the fees 
themselves.

In the meantime, ordinary 
passports are still valid.  Officials 
don’t have to pay passport 
fees. They need only submit a 
letter to certify their status as 
a government official to the 
Consular Department along with 
the application form.  

According to the Consular 
Department, holders of an 
e-passport do not have to queue 
up to wait for inspection by 
immigration officials but instead 
can go through an electronic gate 
where their passports will be 

scanned by a machine. 
Current passports are still 

valid but passport holders are 
required to go through manual 
inspections by immigration 
officials as usual. 

An auto gate for travellers 
holding e-passpor ts  has 
been installed at Wattay 
International Airport. This is 
the only international gateway 
in Laos designated to handle 
e-passports. 

Consular centres have 
been built in the provinces of 
Khammuan, Savannakhet and 
Champassak and are expected 
to  open soon. 

In the meantime, consular 

centres in Xieng Khuang and 
Oudomxay provinces are under 
construction. Local centres mean 
people in the provinces won’t 
have to come to Vientiane to 
obtain a passport.

Officials believe that once 
exsting passports expire, 
passport holders will apply 
for an e-passport ,  ci t ing 
t h e  e a s i e r  a n d  q u i c k e r 
immigration process and 
better security. 

T h e  i n t r o d u c t i o n  o f 
e-passports is part of the 
country’s efforts to integrate its 
systems with other countries in 
the region which have already 
introduced e-passports. 
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yet to be confirmed.
Major Chanphaeng said everything was burnt and the exact cause of the fire is under 

investigation. Police and the authorities are conducting enquiries into the incident and assessing 
the extent of the damage. 

To prevent house fires, people are advised to check that all electrical equipment and wiring 
meet safety standards, and make sure any candles or fires are extinguished before going to bed or 
leaving the house. There have been three house fires in Luang Prabang this year, causing extensive 
losses, according to the department. UNESCO declared Luang Prabang a World Heritage Site in 
1995 and since then tourist arrivals have risen with each passing year.
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