Community Radio Training In LaosIn Six Days
By Louie N. Tabing

(Founder, Tambuli Community Radio, Philippines)

The past week 26 April - 04 May, | travelled to Laoson
mission for AMIC Singapore and UNESCO to provide
training to participants of community radios established by
UNDP.

On27April Dr. KdingaSeneviratneof AMIC Singapore
and | served asprincipa speakersin aone-day symposium
oncommunity radio a the Nationa University of Laosinthe
capital city of Vientiane. Vongsone Oudomsouk, manager
of Khoun community radio support project of UNDP, made
animpressive presentation on thethree-year experience of
hisstation. | gavethelecture on the conceptsand practice
of community radioinAsia, citing the experiencesinthe
Philippines, East Timor, Nepal, Sri LankaandinIndonesia
where | wasinvolved oneway or the other. Kalingagave
illustrations on community radiosin Asiaand introduced
AMICtotheattendees.

Figure 1 Faculty and students at NUL listening to community
radio presentations

Community radioisbeingtriedin Laosasan dternative
to mostly government and few commercia private media.
NUL itself ispoised to put up itsown campusradio which
would serveasalaboratory and training ground for students
aswe | asameansof extensionfor theuniversity. Theseminar
introduced community radio concepts and practiceto the
faculty and students of Artsand L etters.

After the sessions | presented and gave to the NUL
officasour two booksHow to Do Community Radio (2003)
and Community RadioinAsia Putting Peoplein Charge
(2010).

AmazingL aos
On 28 April, Kalinga, Vongsone and myself drove

northwardsto the mountain areas of L aosin thedistrict of
Khounintheprovinceof Xieng Houang about 340 kilometers

north of Vientianne. We were riding with five training
participants from the remote Thateng district about 1000
kilometerssouth of Vientianne. Theeight-hour ridetook us
throughtheplainsand hillsof Northern Laos.

Meantime, beautiful housesof mediaeva motif pervade
especially inthewdl off districtsand cities. They areoften
made of bricks and —————
paintedinbright colors.
A cool porchfor either
the two-story or the
bungal ow typehouseis
afeature. Ontheother
hand many mountain
dwellers live in —
makeshift thatched huts Figure 2 An imposing private house
made of scrapsof 0gs. in Phonsovan

Inthecity, wepassed by severd temples
with their elaborate and complex
architecture. Most Laotiansare Budhists
following the Theravada or the “ L esser
Vehicle.” Theultimate achievementisto
reach Nirvana without going through
reincaranation. For aL.ao doing good deeds
rather than bad ensures reincarnationl.
Monks
areheld
inhighesteemandtreated
with great respect.

Just minutesout of the
city still intheoutskirtsof
Vientianne, we were
greeted by sprawling
farmlands. The country
scenery, vegetation and
ambianceisakintorura
areasinthe Philippines. Asthistimeisasothecountry’sdry
season, paddies are waiting for the rain and henceidle.
Irrigation systems seemto belimited, at least inthe areas|
Saw.

A land-locked country, Laoshasno seafront and depends
ontheriversand damsfor itsirrigation, domestic water,
fisheriesand energy supplies.

We could see some utterly denuded mountai ns. Rampant
dash-and-burnfarming dongtherouteareevident. Villagers
replacetreeswith patches of vegetablesand corn plantation
intheir swiddens (kaingin). In some placeswe observed
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Figure 3 A Budhist Temple in
Vientiane



Figure4 Dried freshwater fish caught inland waters and man-
made dams

somenew timber growthsgpparently aresult of reforestation
projects.

After thelong, tiring and treacherous drive made even
scary by adaredevil driver, wewerejust thankful to get to
our hotel inthe capital city of Phonsovan, Xieng Khouang.
Bad newsisthat thesamedriver would bedrivingusmorning
and afternoon to Khoun 37 kilometersfrom our hotel in
Phonsovan. Luckily, heturned very tamed in the shorter
tripsand turned out to be an affable person.

Westher inthehighland, especidly intheKhoundigtrict,
isvery comfortable. (Digtrictistheequivaent of Philippine
municipality). For itsscenery and climate, XiengK houang
provinceremindsmeof both Bukidnon and Benguet except
that these mountain settlementsin Laosarelessdensein
population.

The common mode of private transportation cons stsof
themotorcycleand thebicycles, which areridden by women
and children and peopleof al ages. The pick-up truck that
has been converted into apassenger vehicleisthe Laotian
version of the Philippine jeepney. They also have the
ubiquitoustuktuk, alarger version of thetricycles, which
hasitsmotor and driver at the front center of the cab that
can seat asmany as 10 passengers. Meanwhileintherural
areas, thekuliglig or hand tractor used as passenger and
cargovehicleisacommonsight.

Laofoodispretty similar to the Vietnamesefood with
riceand noodlesasthe .
staplewith vegetables
and meat (pork,
chickenand beef). To
my delight there are
plenty of vegetables—
salads, herbs, lettuces,
tomatoes, etc.

Plenty of bamboo
shoots of the smaller
and thin variety are
nicely cooked with some spices. Oneafternoon driving back

fruits sold by the road side

to Phonsovan, Vongsone and | came across a horde of
women and children from the mountain carrying ontheir
back baskets of bamboo shoots (labong). Wealighted from
the car and hebought a
whole basket for just
10,000 kip (just over
$USI). It must begood
for two weeks daily
cooking. Anaternative
torice are Sotanghon-
type noodles mixed
with vegetables and
small slicesmeat with
choices of pork,
chicken or beef. Most
meat preparations are
withlotsof chilli, though
perhapsnot asspicy as
thosein Bangkok.
Noodles and rice
preparations are served with plates of fresh vegetablesand
herbs with no western type dressing. In restaurants, we
. would be asked to
choose between sticky
rice, friedriceor plain
rice. Assnack food for
Filipinos, sticky ricefor
Lao people is served
withmeat andlonganisa
* inregular dinner. The
Laosrall itinther pdms
into golf-like balls before dipping on some hot sauce and
putting itintheir mouth. 1tiscommonthat rural peopleest
with their hands. Fork and spoons or chopsticks are
avallablethoughinrestaurants.

Most fruitsgrownin Laosaresimilar tothosefoundin
the Philippines—mangos, oranges, rambutan, durian, etc.
Fruit stands however arefull of (imported??) applesand
pears.

Fromtheroad, we could seetotdly and partidly denuded
mountainseven aswecameacross|og pondsandlog hauled
by trucks. Along theroad, wewould often see newly burnt
mountain areas
converted into
vegetable patches.
Undeniably, serious
environmental
degradation is a
community problem.
Vongsone pointed to
melush mountainsthat
have been planted to
trees a couple of
decadesago.
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Figure 6 A young girl with her
bamboo shoots gathered from the
mountains

Figure 7 Ethnic girls wearing
native costumes (courtesy of
Farida Kasuyo)



Most of Lao women are pretty coy and conservative.
Womenwear beautiful usudly hand-woven blouseand skirts.
Thetraditiond skirt withintricatedesgned lining at thebottom
isworn even by young girlsand servesasregular uniform
even among college students. | find really attractive and
decent looking for women asit goes several inchesbelow
theknee. Inrura areas seldom do you seewomen wearing
slacksand jeans. In the cities though some women wear
dacksand shorts.

There is a strict law about locals making sex with
foreigners. Thiswasan offshoot of the spread of Aids/HIV
inthe‘80sand‘ 90sbrought by foreigners. A tourist brochure
says*“A stranger may only go asfar asflirting but in risk of
severe penalty if caught going to bed with alocal. The
punishment isharsher for theloca partner though.” Hence
progtitutionisararity.

Today, wefind hotelsand restaurantswhose attraction
isthepileof weaponsand ammunitionsthat wereremnants
of thelndochinaWar. They are unexploded bombsdropped
by theAmericans. Itissaid that three milliontonsof bombs
dropped by the Americans bombersduring the Indochina
war some 30 years ago. Laos was being used by the
VietCongsasroute going to South Vietnam.

Laos are a people whose simplest desire is to live,
develop their capacitiesand be at peace with one another
aswell astheir gods. Vongsonetold me, hisfamily lost six
membersduring thewar. Hundreds of thousandsof lives
wereunwillingly sacrificed.

What a shame that one country has been wrecked by
one country’smighty military powersand ego of leaders
whose hunt wasfor more power and have wantonly taken
advantage of the arm weakness of another raceresulting to
countless number of people were killed and maimed.
Individuds, familiesand communitieswereunjustly madeto
suffer and millionsof liveswere sacrificed.

Anyonetaking of war crimes?

Figure 8 War souvenirs,
anyone?

Khoun Radio

Khoune Community Radio for Development, aswell asthe
Thateng Radio, was established under the auspices of
UNDP.

L ocated at the heart
of the town, Khoun
radio hastwo adjacent
studio rooms and a
conference working
area. The 25-watt
transmitter, located 2.5
kilometersaway atopa
mountain peak, is
powered by four solar
pands, whichisturned
on through a remote
switching system 10

Figure Getting regular people
heard on Khoun radio through
interview

minutesbefore broadcast time.

Whilethe set of studio equipment iscomposed of basic
gadgets, therearethree computerswhich serveasthemain
editing equipment. At thetimeweweredoing thetrainingin
Khoun, one of the computerswas broken.

Programsof Khoun radio areaired on staggered schedule
8-10am., 11:30—1:30 p.m, and 4:30—8:30 p.m. Program
contents encompasses agriculture, women, youth, local
governance, education, law, health, culture, environment,
forestry, labor and public safety. A variety of music—pop,
hiphop, cultural and traditional music are played. Manned
by 32 volunteer program makersand technicians, thetation
ismanaged by aretired school principa. Heistheonly paid
staff member asheworksfull timeinthe station.

Thereisno licensed technician operating, but volunteers
have been trained on handling the equipment.

Feedbacks are received through text messages and
telephonesaswell asthrough conversation with community
people. Letters do not constitute as a mechanism since
majority of thecommunity peopledo not read and write.

Thequick training

Thefour and half
day training was
really aquickieasit
covered basic skills
in preparing and
writing radio talk,
news, interview and
spots or plugs. It
would have been at
least a semester in
regular
communication
schools. Many of the participants did not have college

Figure 10 Khoun and Thateng radio
broadcasters together as they work on
an exercise program



education. Seven
participants from
Khoun radio joined
with  the five
participants from
Thateng for the
traning.

After receiving
pointers on how to
prepare and how to conduct each of the basic program
formats, the participantswere asked individually todo a3-
minuteradio talk, anewsreport, an actual field interview
and aradio spot. Theeagernessand enthusiasm among them
wascertainly showing.

Since it was to be atraining on participatory radio
production, | also assigned them to do a neighbourhood
magazine program asamajor exercise. | asked the staff to
go out and produce programswith thevillagers. | told the
participantsto get the community to prepare programsfor
airingon Khounradio. | said, there can be no community
radio without the community. Community radio by my
definitionisradioin, for, about and by the community people
—not only by thetrained volunteers.

“But regular community members do not know
production. How can they dothat,” they seemtotell me.
“Thosevillagershaven't seen arecorder, muchlessadigita
recorder. How canthey dothat? They aretotdly inthedark
about radio, except being listeners.”

“Thatisit,” | exclaimed. “ Weneed to demystify radio
to the people. By having been listeners, people acquirea
senseof radio. Also remember that radio issimply people
talking with people. What ishard or technical about that?
Tell themto put themseal ves beforethe microphone, not too
far and not too close. They will be heard by people efar.
They cansing. They cantalk. They can makeadiscussion.
They can organizeaprogram such asthey doinabirthday
party or aschool event. Only wecannot effectively air visud
shows such asdancing and puppet shows.”

TheKhoun gaff choosethe community around themarket
nearby and theevent washeld at thevillagehal (Smilar to
our barangay hall). Therewereno chairs, only matslaid on
thefloor. Lao people, especidly villagers, areused to Sitting
onthefloor during gatherings.

It wasabit of an effort for the Khoun staff, who have
been doing conventional programs since 3 yearsago, to
break out of the routine. Surprisingly, many of the
programmers haven’t even had achanceto dointerviews.
Thistimel have asked themto let the villagers plan and
produce their own show, possibly with minimum
participation from the staff! You canimaginetheir brows
risngandtheir mouth agapein dishdief. What isthisstranger
talking about? Also, | guessthereisawaysan effort to
bring peopleout of their comfort zones. Perhapstheideaof
participatory programiseasier to accept for the Thateng

participants
who haven’t
started any
pattern of work
yet.

It rained
heavily in the
afternoonwhen
theactivity was
to start. But
fromwherewe
took lunch we
saw peopletrekkingtothevillagehall. Whenwegot there,
there were about 35 people who arrived. And when told
that they were to make radio programs, the people went
agog. They sat for awhilewith the staff to plan and prepare.
Everyonehad asuggestion onwhat to do—discuss on about
sanitationinthe market, feesof stall holders; asinger to
sing; group Snging, lady singing afolk song.

Wetargeted a 15-minute show only, short enough for
fear that therewould belittle participationfromthevillagers.
After the session, we came up with about an hour of raw
materials Theproblemishow to edit thosematerids. Findly,
we came up with two edited programs of 15 minuteseach.

Attheend of thesessoninthevillagehdl, the participants
andvillagersredized theva ueof community involvementin

; theradio. They had
funengaginginthe
activity. The
programsaremore
interesting and
natural. Itisaway
of advertising the
radio. It helps to

Figure 11 The partici bants mixing and
editing the field-produced recordings

demystify radioto
Figure 12 Village women and men the community
singing during the recording people. Thevillage

production give
people an added sense of importance and status. It makes
them moreloyal totheradio. Intheend thisworkstowards
empowerment and genuine devel opment.

Almost in disbelief, thevillageleader was elated and
apologetic for not having
prepared enough sincethey
did not know what to
prepare. He promised that
they would do better the
second time around.

The station manager
viewed this is as a good
beginning for building
relationshipwiththepeople.
Heinvitesthevillagersto comeandvisit theradioand air
any announcement they might want to make.

Figure 13 Young girls with
Khoun radio staff prepare to
record programs in the village



and technologies' to create artistic and literary works
and to engage in cultural activities which are not
contrary to law.”

Attheend of thetraining course, acertificatewashanded
to each participant by thetrainor
andVongsone. TheDistrict Vice
Governor, who was al so present

Vongsone, the UNDPproject manager saidthisvillage  duringtheopening program, gave
production activity should becarried outinother villages. It aspeechonthevalueof radioin
isinthespirit of the project to get peopleinvolvedinradio  thecommunity and the standards
andin development efforts. that people expect of it.

Whenwegot to thestation, | gavethe participantsatalk We, together with the
on how to achieve and sustain people participationinradio.  participants, wereasoinvited by
It requiresthe belief that ordinary people havetheinterest  the station manager to participate
and capacity to expressthemselvesonradio. Itrequires in a flowering tree planting Figure 14 District Vice
skill inmotivating thosewho aretimid, fearful andinitidly — ceremony infront of thestation.  Governor of Khoun
unwillingtotry using radio for self expression.

It requires an understanding that genuine devel opment
can only take placewith atop-down gpproach where people
areinvolvedinboth thecommunication and the devel opment
process.

It requires a commitment to the cause of freedom of
expressonasmanifested intheuniversal declaration of human
rights and which is specifically mentioned in the Laos
congtitution, “Lao citizens have theright and freedom of
speech, pressand assembly... Lao citizenshavetheright
and freedom to ... apply advanced science techniques

Footnote:

Throughout thetraining wewereaided by afull timeinterpreter in the person of Mr. Ko Detacsone, from Thateng, who
acquired hisgood Englishworking for 15yearsin New York.



