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ess than 10 kilometers from Vientiane’s center, in
Hadxayfong, nestled in a grove of coconut trees,
lies Natures Sanctuary. Creating a sustainable
urban habitat to achieve food security and conserve
natural resources are the underlying principles of the
organic farm and botanical garden in the making.
Nature’s spontaneity is unfathomable and inexplicable.
Visitors to the site include over 120 species of birds, a
multitude of butterflies, and a host of amphibians. “It is
magical to walk barefoot on grass and moss, whisper to
horses, and occasionally stare at the moon and the stars,”
says Sri Lankan-born Lao resident Jeetendra Marcelline
who, in 2017, established Natures Sanctuary as his home.
In 2013, he visited Laos, having previously traveled to
over 50 nations across five continents. In the early years,
in the wilds of Laos, he saw biodiversity as if for the first
time. Later, during the pandemic, he journeyed extensively
in “closed” Laos. The wondrous journeys included treks
and mountain bicycling along verdant foothills, old steel
bridges, past gurgling streams, and narrow hermit footpaths
on the lea, via fallow paddy fields and abutting woods,
amidst birdsong and whispers and beneath mist and cloud.
Initially, Jeetendra possessed Heun Lanna, a traditional
Lanna stilt house at the site. Subsequently, surrounding
paddy farmlands became part of Natures Sanctuary,
along with in situ traditional houses, namely Toupna and
Sala Khaemnong. Under the Natures Sanctuary banner,
Lanjan Holdings carries out its organic farming, Natures
Sanctuary Organics, and conservation activities, Natures
Sanctuary Botanics.
Conservation of tangible and intangible natural heritage
is a key tenet of Lanjan’s activities. Nature is home to a
wealth of biodiversity and absorbs carbon dioxide, helping
purify the air we breathe. “Instinctively, we believe that
human survival demands coexistence with our natural
habitat as we are an integral part of nature. Finding a
balance between meeting the demands of modern life,
including food security, and protecting the environment
is critical” says Souksamlan “Toun” Laladeth, Project &
Media Executive.
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The main objectives in the first phase
were to design and rehabilitate the neglected
land, shift to organic farming, and construct
all required infrastructure. The land was
distressed due to factors such as the use of
chemical fertilizers and pesticides, noticeable
changes in climate, such as less rainfall and an
increase in temperature, and inadequate care
of soil during the period between harvesting
and planting.

Designs included zoning according to
land use, drafting detailed contour surveys,
water table studies, and water management
and irrigation infrastructure. Jeetendra
draws inspiration from his visits to many
beautiful private gardens in Sri Lanka, such
as Lunuganga and Brief. “I also learn from
Pritzker awardee Glenn Murcutt and leading
Sri Lankan environmental architect Sunela
Jayewardene, all of whom framed nature with
tradition and local techniques.”

Reducing reliance on public utilities and
preparing for renewables was a key goal in
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phase one. Construction included the installation
of groundwater pumps and tanks, enhancing
natural slopes identified to reduce flooding,
building rubble masonry parapets where soil
erosion left roots exposed, and connecting the
gutters to an underground drainage system,
thereby transforming the roofs into basins
collecting rainwater for the fish ponds and fields.

The conversion of the store room to Hom
Samsa, a tiny house for staff use, was inspired
by Ulrik Plesner and Geoffrey Bawa. Vanpheng
Phetsalath, designer, emphasizes, “All buildings
are designed to optimize space and natural cooling
by the seamlessness of form and function with
the environs.”

Maintenance is continuous. Scheduled pest
audits are carried out to nurture foliage and create
natural canopies. Organic waste, carbon residue
from burning leaf litter and deadwood, and cattle
manure are the only fertilizers applied on-site.

The social contract with the community
includes Lanjan buying manure collected by
the villagers, caring for Lanjan’s horses at stables

above: Equus

1. Oudom Yamuny,
Horse Whisperer

2. Vanpheng Phetsalath
3. Aurora

4. Natures canvas,

Hom Samsa

GETTING THERE

Lao Airlines has flights
to Vientiane from
throughout Laos and
the region.

MORE INFO

Natures Sanctuary is not open to
the public as yet. Nature lovers,
cyclists, and birders interested

in visiting by appointment or
booking accommodation, see
www.lanjanholdings.com for more
information and contact details.
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located on a neighboring farm, grazing at both premises,
and village children riding the horses to school. In
addition, Natures Sanctuary serves as a “lung”.

Preparatory steps for botanical garden status are
completed. Toun’s photographs and field notes of flora
and fauna are systematically recorded. Thereafter,
scientifically classified with support from leading
Lao and foreign academics. The library boasts a large
collection of reference materials on flora and fauna
in the Mekong region.

Rapid urbanization is accelerating the conversion of
agricultural lands and encroachments in catchments.
Swidden agriculture is destroying vast areas of forests.
Soil degradation, flooding, decreasing air quality, and
loss of biodiversity are evident.

“Our experience teaches us that, with knowledge
and technology at hand, placing nature at the core
of all activities is doable in resource-rich Laos. While
the links between weather, climate, crops, and a
rising population are complex,” says Toun, “we feel
that forging a strong environmental contract from the
outset is vital for self-sufficiency in food production
and conservation.”

The Lanjan team advocates implementing a
comprehensive public and private partnership at every
level, with interventions for better waste management,
and regulation of harmful agricultural and hunting
practices, alongside conservation programs that focus
on livelihoods. Resulting in exponential benefits to
locals, including improved hygiene, pure water tables,
and income opportunities through responsible tourism.

The Buddhist teaching on universality is not confined
to man alone but extends to all living creatures. The
Lanjan team strives to lead by example and argues
that if correct lifestyle choices are adopted up front,
followed by prudent implementation, urban areas
may grow in tandem with food supply and forests in
a sustainable manner. And all of Laos is protected as
Buddha’s garden.
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ENDEMIC FLORA OF LAOS AND THE BOLAVEN PLATEAU

TEXT BY: PHETLASY SOULADETH, PH.D.

PHOTOGRAPHS BY: KEOOUDONE SOUVANNAKHOUMMANE

Laos, located in the center of an Indo-Burma
biodiversity hotspot, has an estimated 25,000
species of vascular plants, half of which are
endemic. Lao flora comprises a unique mix
of Himalayan, Chinese, Indochinese, and
Malaysian elements in varying proportions.
Laos is critical for biodiversity and ecosystem
protection in ASEAN.

The Bolaven Plateau, 4,800 sq km in area
and 900-1400 m high, is located in southern
Laos, primarily in Champasak Province, it
spreads across Salavan, Sekong, and Attapeu
provinces. It is cool and moist year-round,
with an average annual temperature of 20°C
and rainfall of 3,800 mm.

The plateau is surrounded by lowlands,
rising 100 to 200m, cliffs, and steep
escarpments. Diverse forest types are found
along the slopes, from lower evergreen

1. Delicate flowers of D. bolavensis

forests to higher montane forests, with open
grassland and sparse pine woodlands.

The Dong Houa Sao National Protected
Area, on the edges of the plateau, is
designated for biodiversity conservation. In
recent years, Lao botanists and researchers
have discovered 20 new endemic species of
flora from 15 families, including the beautiful
Didymocarpus bolavenensis (Gesneriaceae).

For the first time, they also reported 70
species of vascular plants belonging to 29
families. A recently released checklist of
vascular plants in Laos now lists more than
5,000 species.

Phetlasy Souladeth is an Assistant
Professor and Herbarium Curator at the
Faculty of Forest Science, National University
of Laos, and a consultant to Natures
Sanctuary.

. Leaves of the newly discovered D. bolavensis

ENDEMIC BIRD OF LAOS: BARE-FACED BULBUL
TEXT AND PHOTOGRAPHS BY: SANTI XAYYASITH, PH.D.

Laos, a biodiversity hotspot, has
designated 25 National Protected Areas,
of which 6 are categorized as National
Parks for stricter protection, and 27
important bird and biodiversity areas
(IBAs). In addition, 53 key biodiversity
areas (KBAs) overlap and abut the
protected areas. Moreover, there are 2
Ramsar wetland protection sites, Beung
Kiat Ngong in Champasak Province and
Xe Champhone in Savannakhet Province.

In Laos, there are 697 recorded
species of birds, including land birds
(596), migratory (263), waterbirds (103),
seabirds (5), and endemic breeds (1). Of
the recorded species, 28 are deemed

above: Bare-faced bulbul

threatened as vulnerable (15), endangered
(4), and critically endangered (9).

The bare-faced bulbul or nok houalon,
genus Pycnonotus, is the only endemic
bird in Laos. Its habitats include the
limestone karsts of Pha Lom and those
along the Bolikhamxay-Khammouan
border, Hin Nam No National Park, and
Phou Hin Poun National Protected Area.
This species may also be seen at Phou Pha
Marn in Khammoune Province.

Santi Xayyasith is the Head of the
Environmental Biology Unit, Faculty
of Environmental Sciences, National
University of Laos, and a consultant to
Natures Sanctuary.
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