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This weekend will feature special celebrations on both sides of the Mekong River as the people of the 

Lao PDR and Thailand – and a sprinkling of Australian expatriates – commemorate the 20th anniver-

sary of the first friendship bridge.  

The construction of the $42 million Australian-funded bridge was a vital foundation stone for the Lao 

PDR’s major economic transition over the past two decades. 

The friendship bridge – or kangaroo bridge, as its often affectionately called - has helped produce a 

dramatic increase in cross-border trade between Thailand and the Lao PDR, in transit trade with third 

countries, and in foreign direct investment and tourism to the Lao PDR. 

Friends in the Lao PDR have recalled the days, prior to 1994, when small vehicle barges and passen-

ger ferries plied the Mekong between Vientiane and Nong Khai, slowly transporting hundreds of vehi-

cles and people across the border each day. 

In 1994, the year the bridge first opened, 27,000 vehicles and 105,000 people crossed the bridge. In 

2011, by contrast, nearly 850,000 vehicles used the bridge, along with 5.4 million people. Thailand is 

now the Lao PDR’s largest trading partner, with two-way bilateral trade worth US$3.9 billion in 2011. 

For the Lao PDR, the bridge was an integral piece of its broader strategy to transition from a land-

locked to a land-linked country to help drive its economic development.  

There are four other bridges spanning the Mekong now, and two others on the way.  These new infra-

structure networks have opened up new markets for Lao farmers and factories, and helped forge closer 

connections among the people of the greater Mekong Subregion. 

For Australia, the friendship bridge is not just a structure of concrete and steel.   

 

Former Prime Minister of Laos, Khamtay Siphandone (second from right), 

former Prime Minister of Australia Paul  Keating and former Prime Minister of 

Thailand , Chuan Leekpai at an official opening ceremony of the 1st Friendship 

Bridge, 1994 
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The bridge is a powerful, enduring symbol of Australia’s strong support for the economic development of 

the Lao PDR, and for the deeper connections between the people of Thailand and the Lao PDR that it 

has helped generate. 

The friendship bridge is also a cogent symbol of Australia’s long-standing support for the broader concept 

of regional integration in South-East Asia.  

In this, the year Australia celebrates the 40th anniversary of our relations with ASEAN, it’s fitting we  

celebrate the important role of this Australian-built bridge for the region. 

Australia continues to support the economic development of South-East Asia, through annual aid programs 

totalling around A$1 billion and ongoing support for the ASEAN Secretariat. 

This includes major programs in the Lao PDR in education, rural development and UXO clearance, natural 

resource management, and in trade facilitation. 

We are very proud that this, the first bridge across the Mekong, is the bridge Australia built.   

The engineers and workers from John Holland Construction and its local partners, who built the bridge 

over three years from 1991-1994, can feel proud too of their important legacy for the Lao PDR, Thailand 

and the region. 

I look forward to joining the Mayor of Vientiane Capital, H.E. Mr Soukanh Mahalath, and officials and 

friends in Vientiane and Nong Khai for a range of celebratory activities over the weekend of 5-6 April.  

These include a concert and light and sound show in Nong Khai on Saturday night, a bike race on  

Sunday from Nong Khai to Vientiane and back across the bridge, a golf tournament in Nong Khai, and a 

photographic exhibition to highlight in pictures the bridge’s inestimable value in linking people, goods and 

services.  

It’s a privilege to be Australia’s Ambassador to the Lao PDR as we celebrate this important birthday. 

 

John Williams 

Australian Ambassador  to the Lao PDR 


