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Trip essay (8-14 July)
On the first day of the trip, we took a morning domestic flight and fly from Don Mueang International Airport to Nakorn Phanom province which on the plane at first seemed very green to me; however, when I looked closely, I can see that most of the green area are very organized meaning that it is the area for agriculture rather than the forest. When we arrived there, we then took vans to travel through Mukdahan on the route number 9 as the cross-border office from Thailand to Lao PDR is there. After we crossed the country, I then noticed and just remembered that Lao PDR’s driving lanes are different from Thailand’s as the drivers started to drive on the right side of the road. Later, we continued to travel to Savan SENO special economic zone in Laos. It aims to build human capital and extend labor capability, and be the gateway to global market of Thailand, Laos, Myanmar, and Vietnam as it is the center of logistics connecting East-West economic corridor. The SEZ is under the management of Laos' ministry of planning and investment and is classified into 5 zones: zone A (center of trade and services), B (center of logistics and intersection of North-South-East-West), B1 (extension area for small and medium industrial investment), C (industrial district which we visited), and D (housing development area for investors). And there are many foreign brands investing in different zones that suit their operational nature. It also supports business related to export (such as agricultural food and natural resources, auto parts, and textiles), services (such as tourism and hospital), and trading (for re-export and wholesale business with duty free). It can be said that Savan SENO is one stop service center for establishing and running business as it covers investment license issuance, enterprise registration, company seal, etc. Moreover, Laos has been interesting for investment for it having political stability, strategic geographical location, rich resources, no severe natural disasters, tax investment incentives, low cost of labor and electricity, and GSP with EU. However, for the fact that Laos is a landlocked country, logistics become one of the challenges that it had to overcome. Thus, the SEZ created the dry port to ease logistics in land channel and connect it to the sea ports such as in Da Nang and Laem Chabang to export to unconnected countries. As mentioned above that it aims to extend labor capability, it also supports the universities to make the contract with investors to ensure that their students can graduate and work for them immediately. The conference conductor also added that the SEZ expects investment in electronic industry, and more interest of investment in Laos due to trade war. After that, we went to Royal Thai Consulate-General which is like the representative of Royal Thai Embassy in Savannakhet. The consul did not give much presentation about the consulate but he told us that even though Thailand is more developed than Laos, Thai SEZ is still in the developing in the early stage when compared to Laos.
On the second day, we traveled from Savannakhet to Laos-Vietnam border all morning and then we crossed the border to Vietnam. When we arrived at immigration office there, I observed that exiting Laos and crossing the border to Vietnam (which can be done in just one office at the border) does not require us to be checked at the camera like when we left Thailand. I also knew from the guide later that for the tourists within the region, we do not have to do so and what needs to be done is for the immigration officers to check the number of the passport if it is the same as the number of the tourists. Then we traveled through Lao Bao, the first district of Vietnam along the number 9 road in Quang Tri province, which the guide told us that in the past it used to be a war zone during the Vietnam War and we were going to Vinh Moc tunnel, the place to hide from the bombs. The tunnel that we visited is for the civilians while the other famous one, which we did not go, is for the soldiers. The tunnel can take around 300 people (around 100 households) and there are many rooms within it which each can take up to 2-4 people. It also contains 3 floors with many rooms (such as meeting room, kitchen, and toilets) and many exits (13 in total, 7 go to mountain areas and 6 go to sea channel) in case the enemies found their base so the people could flee and save their lives. We also had a chance to go and see the real tunnel, it is very narrow and complicated and there was so much dust there. Moreover, the upper part of the area also shows the evidence of the bombs creating a big deep hole in the ground and how the tunnel were created. The guide also told us about basic knowledge about Vietnam; for example, the time we went was the summer vacation in Laos thus there are many Laotian tourists traveling to Vietnam’s sea, Vietnam used to be ruled by China, France, and the US, there are many indigenous tribes in the country and some tribes whose people live near one another have the same surname for the whole village. And as we know that it is normal for Vietnamese people to prepare dogs for food; therefore, along the way, we can see that there are some people who packed the living dogs in a cage, and it is quite shocking to me because I never expected to see this in the trip.
On the third day, we went to C.P. corporation Vietnam branch in Hue in the morning. It was established there since 1993 and it focuses on agricultural business and food production, retailers, communication services, and other supporting jobs to increase capacity and quality of agribusiness. This operation enhances Vietnam’s export quality and efficiency thus getting the support from the Vietnamese government. For the food and agricultural business, C.P. produces animals and their food such as broiler chicken, laying chicken, pig and pork, and shrimp. In Hue branch, it covers the production of shrimp, and it has full control over the production as it grows the shrimps since birth until process them into food (hatchery, in door farm, feed mill, and processing plant) thus getting many food safety certificates. Moreover, the farm and the processing plant are located close to each other to ensure good quality and freshness. At Hue processing plant mainly produces raw (for further cooking and sushi) and cooked shrimp which operation contains 3 parts: raw material preparation (raw), processing area (cooked), and cold storage (packaging). C.P. also embraces the concept of sustainability as it concerns over labor and workplace, and environment and pollution from production while still make profit for the company. After the conference, we had a chance to get a tour in the shrimp processing plant and I saw that the system of the production is very well organized, all Vietnamese employees are skilled in their work, and the quality is well controlled as can be seen from clean working environment and random quality check of the products. The company also let us try their cooked shrimps and it is very tasty and has no fishy smell at all. After that we traveled to the Former palace of Vietnamese dynasty before the country became socialist. The palace has 3 zones: outer, middle, and inner zone and the latter, at the time of Vietnamese kingdom, banned all grown men to enter as it is the area for the wives of the king. However, we did not enter the palace and just looked at it from the outside as we have limited time with many places to go next. Therefore, we went to Thien Mu pagoda after that. It is a 400-year buddhist temple built by a king in Le dynasty who funded the construction as to help a villager who dreamed of a woman in red telling him to build a temple in the area. There was also a story about a monk at the temple who was shot and burnt but his heart still looked like it was still alive; therefore, it made the government who at the time wanted to make Vietnam a Christian country changed its mind for people to believe in whatever religion they want. Then we traveled to Tomb of Khai Dinh King whose tomb is the only one with a clear location while others are hidden somewhere in the country as it follows the Chinese tradition to hide the emperor's tomb and treasures inside. That is the whole trip for the day and then we went to check in at the hotel. Then, I and some of my friends decided to go out and observe the city. We went to Vincom department store in Hue and went inside the supermarket called Vinmart. One thing that I observed from the supermarket is that it is very small and has less checkout counters compared to Thailand. Moreover, there are many foreign brands from Thailand, Taiwan, South Korean, and Japan; and there are also Vietnamese brands which try to attract customers by labeling foreign languages on the packages as well. And while we walked around the city, we found that there are many bubble milk tea shops and they are very big compared to Thailand whose bubble tea shops are more like grab and go style. We also tried the Vietnamese local sweets and it tasted quite alright to us. There is also a walking street along the river next to the changing color bridge, but there are not various things to buy there.
On the fourth day, we traveled to Da Nang the whole morning and along the way from Hue to Da Nang, we drove along the Hai Van tunnel, the longest road tunnel in Southeast Asia. It was built 14 years ago by the help of Japanese government who funded the construction without interest requirement. All vehicles can pass through the tunnel except motorcycles and trucks or cars that carry animals, and weapons which have to drive on the mountain instead. The guide also added that Da Nang is not the only place that has the long road tunnel, but there is also one under a river in Ho Chi Minh City. The former plan for the day was actually to go to the meeting with the CEO of Chance and Challenge Company, but it was canceled. Therefore, we went to Vincom department store in Da nang instead. I saw that it is much larger than in Hue and there are many foreign brand retailers there. However, the guide warned us that there are also fake products in the official shop as well, so I did not buy many things besides what I would use during the trip such as socks. Actually, my friend told me that the department store like Vincom is like the symbol telling if the city is considered urbanized area. After that we went to check in at the hotel and went to Han market to buy some souvenirs for the assigned presentation that the lecturers told us to do. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]On the fifth day, the plan to visit Da Nang University of Economics was canceled, so the guide took us to Linh Ung temple which enshrines the biggest 67-metre Guan Yin statue in Vietnam. The temple used to be located on an island next to Non Nuoc fine art village or the village that used to produce sculpture from marble found in the nearby mountain. However, nowadays the island is connected to the mainland as the government reclaimed the sea. The temple is decorated like a Chinese temple and the guide told us that the main chapel and the enshrined Buddha statue are very famous for making a wish so there are many people praying there. After that, we went to Big C in the city and then visited SCG office in Da Nang. The top manager who gave the presentation of SCG told us that in general right now GDP of Vietnam is just half of Thailand but it has obtained higher growth since Thailand lost to the multiplier effect of the 1997 Asian Crisis, Thai habits to spend the future money, and speculative market. This is different from Vietnam as there are strict regulations on speculative market and the society is run by cash; thus, in the near future, the GDP gap between the countries are expected to be closer to each other. Vietnam also offers more opportunities for business, plus, the socialist regime as the major decision maker and regulator about business promote their business efficiency with clear direction to develop the country and accurate information collection about demand and supply. And though GDP per capita of Thailand is higher but it needs to be noted that its population is already saturated. As for construction industry, Vietnam has grown bigger and is expected to be higher than now as the number of population in Vietnam is more than Thai population and Vietnamese people currently live in a big family. Thus, when it is time that they want to get separated houses, it will be a good opportunity for this industry.  And although there is oversupply in this industry in the whole country, SCG still decided to invest in Vietnam as when compared by the region the central and the south still face shortages for cement and construction-related materials. Therefore, SCG targets these 2 regions. Moreover, the market share of the local brands are lower implying room for business growth when combined with Thai product popularity and Vietnamese belief about higher price means higher quality. There are currently 5 lines of products of SCG Vietnam: cement, ceramics, concrete roof, ready-mix concrete, and white cement. Note that it is important to know the demand of different sectors as what they want differ according to the usage thus it offers 2 lines of cement product: normal and premium (sandwich strategy). The local markets and competitors in Vietnam are different in each region; so SCG also has to do localized marketing strategy. For the production plant location, SCG chose to locate the plant near Song Yan River which is connected to the sea in order to export the products and lower the logistics costs as much as possible. SCG has also improved the plant as it tries to promote safe working environment and habits, concerns over environment thus launching WHR project (reduction of wasted energy and electricity) and semi-open cut project (partly reserve the resources for environmental purpose), technology, process optimization, maintenance system, and team competency development. After we finished visiting SCG, we then traveled to Hoi An and visited the night market in Ancient Town. The market was another beautiful tourist attraction and it is decorated with colored lamps throughout the market. However, the original price of souvenirs I bought there were very high, so it is important to ask for the discount.
On the sixth day, our whole day plan had changed and we went to Ba Na Hill theme park. The guide told us that the park used to be a banana forest and it was changed into a tourist attraction when the French came to Vietnam in 1901. We went to the amusement park by the cable car as it is located on a mountain with about 5 kilometre height. When we arrived there, there were already many people up there and the weather is very breezy. And I think that the place was quite confusing as there are many zones. However, there were not many featured rides and most of the rides were built in door (and the majority of the area is for taking pictures which I am not into it that much), so I think that it made the park less interesting because all rides are concentrated at just one in door place and made us lose the opportunity to explore the whole place. The French village zone was still very beautiful anyway. I and some of my friends had lined up to play 2 featured rides: the alpine coaster, and tower drop. They were fun to play but I felt a little disappointed because I expected it to be more exciting. After that, we went down to visit another part of the theme park which is the golden bridge which is located on the lower part of the mountain. The scenery from the bridge was spectacular and the bridge itself was unique. We also walked to the Debay Wine Cellar which is built to ferment the wine. When we went back to the hotel in Da Nang again, I and my friends also walked around the city and crossed the dragon bridge and went to a local flea market to see if there was anything to eat for night meal.
On the last day, we went to Vietnam Cham Museum preserving ancient sculptures from the old time of Champa kingdom which are collected from My Son Sanctuary. There was also a small model of the temple which was destroyed during the war time. The Cham people at the time are Hindi thus they created the sculptures in Hindi style. Moreover, one thing about Cham culture that can be seen from the architecture is that they built doors towards the eastern direction. This is different from the Vietnamese who descends from the Chinese as the latter group built doors on the southern direction. The guide then brought us to the marble village which produces sculpture from marble found in the nearby mountain. Nowadays it is prohibited to bring the marble for carving. However, the villagers are still allowed to carve and make their living by the career that they have done though the marble needs to be transported from the north of Vietnam or imported from Laos. After that, we went straight to Da Nang International Airport to fly back to Don Mueang in Bangkok.
After the trip, the thing that impresses me the most is the historical and cultural tourist attractions. I think that theirs are quite different from Thailand even though all the countries are located not far from each other as Vietnam was influenced by China in the old time. Another thing that surprises me during the trip, especially in Vietnam, is that the people rarely communicate in English to us. Before the trip, I thought that as Vietnam has become an investment destination for foreign investors, its people would be able to speak to foreigners more comfortably than we experienced.
And I also see that the East-West economic route or R9 helps connect the region and I think that it will help the CLMV countries as well as Thailand to develop further and make equitable development as one of the ASEAN goals aiming directly towards CLMV countries successful. I see it this way because it helps in easing the logistics process across the region. Thus I think that it is one of the points that attract investors to invest in these countries especially intra investors whose trend is growing bigger in share of all investment in ASEAN region through years. However, though I do not know whether it is the same if an individual travels alone in the region and do not need to show their identity besides the passport, I think that this should be more strict on how they screen people to enter their countries to make sure that the person will not cause problems or conflicts in society however small it is.
As many conference conductors had repeated on how fast Laos and Vietnam are growing in terms of economy and also combined with ease of transportation and logistics from R9 route, I see that in the future it is possible for them to catch up with Thai economy as they have rooms for development in all aspects such as infrastructure. Thus they can become good destination both for traveling and investment However, I think that the industries that invest in them will be more successful if it is physical goods as I see that the service providers in services sectors are still behind Thailand as it is hard to communicate with them even with body language. Moreover, they sometimes ignore us who are foreign customers to them as well. Therefore, it would be better if this point is improved in the future.
For myself, I still cannot imagine that I will be working in Laos or Vietnam because I do not much like the environment of their countries and I also read somewhere on the internet that the cost of living is not that balanced when compared with the income.
The overall trip was quite tiring but fun to me. Moreover, the visits are also interesting as I got to know what kind of business they are doing and what objectives they expect to achieve in investing in these countries.
