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THE REGION

PREAH VIHEAR DISPUTE – A DARK SHADOW OVER MEKONG TOURISM

[The Irrawaddy: Aug. 2008; The Nation: 17.7.08; Bangkok Post: 29.6.08; Phnom Penh Post: 12+13.8.08] – TOURISM has been promoted as a vital force to bring about economic prosperity, peace and cultural understanding in the Mekong region. But a serious conflict has evolved between Thai and Cambodian nationalists in July after a controversial decision by the World Heritage Committee (WHC) to raise the status of Cambodia’s Preah Vihear temple intensified Thai concerns about its hold over territory adjacent to the site. The dispute was still unresolved by the end of August, after weeks of escalating rhetoric and increased troop deployments on both sides of the border.

   Preah Vihear has been dubbed a potential ‘economic miracle’ for Cambodia that has ambitious plans to attract over three million tourists by 2010. The temple’s inscription on the UNESCO’s World Heritage List means that large-scale tourism projects, including a new airport, hotels, casinos and a cable car. If implemented, it is speculated that the tourism industry around the temple could generate tourism income worth US$2 billion a year.  
   Preah Vihear, built by Khmer kings in the 11th century at the start of the Angkorian period, sits on top of a jungle-clad escarpment that forms a natural boundary between Cambodia and Thailand and offers a breathtaking view of the surrounding plains. In considering Preah Vihear as a World Heritage site, the WHC noted the “exceptional quality of the carved stone,” while the International Council on Monuments and Sites referred to the structure as “an outstanding masterpiece of Khmer architecture.”

   However, the temple has been repeatedly a source of bilateral friction since 1954, when Thai forces occupied the site after the retreat of French colonialists. Five years later, Cambodia took the dispute to the International Court of Justice, which awarded the site to the newly independent country in 1962, although the entrance to the temple is on the west side – the Thai side.
   Despite concerns because of the uncertain status of Thai territory around the temple complex, the WHC finally approved Preah Vihear  on 7 July 2008 in Quebec, after Thai Foreign Minister Noppadon Pattama signed under unclear circumstances a joint communiqué with the Cambodian government supporting the country’s bid for recognition of the site.
   The move added fuel to an already volatile political situation in Bangkok, where an alliance of anti-government groups had been staging street protests for weeks. On 10 July, Noppadon was forced to resign after a nine-member constitutional court ruled that the cabinet had violated the constitution in signing away some 5 square kilometers of Thai territory surrounding the temple without prior consultation with parliament. It was rumoured that the Thai foreign ministry had acted as a conduit for ousted Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra’s business interests in Cambodia. Among other things, Thaksin had plans to invest in a casino resort not very far from the World Heritage site, according to a Bangkok Post article.
    Following the WHC ruling, people in the Cambodian capital took to the streets to celebrate. Riot police were deployed around the Thai Embassy in Phnom Penh to prevent a recurrence of an incident in 2003 when a mob looted and burned the embassy and several Thai-owned businesses following a careless remark by Thai soap opera star that Angkor Wat, Cambodia’s other World Heritage Site, should belong to Thailand.

   Ahead of the general elections in Cambodia on 27 July, Prime Minister Hun Sen, called the WHC’s decision “another new pride for the Cambodian people and the Kingdom of Cambodia.” The ruling Cambodian People’s Party (CPP) hailed the ruling as a godsend for the party ahead of the national vote, which it won decisively. 

   Unfortunately, many archaeological sites from the Angkor era in the border area could soon become causes of conflict as Cambodia and Thailand are both keen to exploit them for tourism purposes. As Supalak Ganjanakhundee of The Nation commented: “The splendour of ancient Khmer civilization is no less than any other in the world. Countries in the region can commercialize on the ancient marvel to generate hard currencies for their economies.”

   The Preah Vihear was listed as a World Heritage site in July with high Cambodian expectations that the new status would generate ten times the 40,000 visits it had in 2006. In fact, despite the military stand-off and the presence of machine guns and rocket launchers at Preah Vihear, the number of visitors to the temple has doubled after the World Heritage designation, reported the Phnom Penh Post. According to Pheng Sameoun, assistant to the general director of the Preah Vihear National Authority, the dispute has stirred such a torrent of interest in the temple that, if the surrounding infrastructure such as roads were developed considerably, it could come to rival the Angkor Wat temple complex as the leading domestic holiday destination among Cambodians.
   The construction of a 118-kilometre road linking provincial capital T'beng Meanchey with the temple has already begun. The road, partially funded by the Chinese, will also link the Angkor Wat World Heritage site in Siem Reap province through Kampong Thom province. This means there will be less dependence on the traditional entry point to the temple from Si Sa Ket province in Thailand. Other ambitious tourism-related projects are in the pipeline. For instance, an Indian company has unveiled a multimillion-dollar proposal to build an airport serving the Preah Vihear area, while a Japanese firm reportedly wants to construct a cable car system up the steep Cambodian side of the temple mountain. 
   Since hundreds of Cambodian and Thai soldiers have been deployed at Preah Vihear with their governments deadlocked over 4.8 square kilometres of land around the temple, property speculators have moved in and scared locals rush to sell their land for fear that military standoff could turn violent. As a result, land values there have plummeted, opening the way for speculators to snap up properties at rock-bottom prices, realtors say. 

   Land prior to the temple's World Heritage listing went for as little as US$0.50 a square metre in forested areas near the border and US$30-80 a square metre in provincial towns, Sung Bonna, president and CEO of the Cambodian Bonna Realty Group, said in an interview with the Phnom Penh Post. "Land prices in Preah Vihear could more than double if the dispute calms down because the province could become the second biggest cultural tourism destination after Siem Reap province," he said.

   But the tensions between Cambodia and Thailand are far from over. In a recent statement, Cambodia’s Foreign Ministry outlined its legal claim to two other temples on the border to Thailand – Ta Muen Thom and Ta Muen Touch in Oddar Meanchey province – citing border demarcation documents from 1908 defining the frontier between the French colony and Thailand. Thai soldiers have reportedly occupied Ta Muen Touch on and off since 2001, but only recently deployed at Ta Muen Thom. 

   These and other temple ruins along the border all have great potential to be developed for tourism purposes. Thailand, for example, has already restored the Ta Muen Thom and put forward plans to seek a World Heritage listing for it as well. 

   Therefore, it is urgent that Cambodia and Thailand speed up the boundary demarcation process between the two countries. Unless the boundary is soon agreed upon, it is impossible to say for sure what side the temple ruins, and thus potential tourist attractions, are located. As long as this remains unclear, the issue can easily explode into another conflict.

   Moreover, Thai academic Surachart Bamrungsuk proposed that border temples areas such as Preah Vihear could be promoted as a "Joint Cultural Development Area" or "Joint Tourism Area" to enable both countries to enjoy economic benefits as well as cultural development. In this context, Thailand's northeastern Isaan region would become a gateway to Indochina through cultural links.   ( 
MEKONG BASIN DROWNING IN FLOODS 
[International Herald Tribune: 17.8.08; Associated Press: 17.8.08; The Irrawaddy: 15.8.08] - TORRENTIAL rains and overflowing rivers have brought some of the worst flooding in decades to Mekong neighbouring countries, flooding cities and farmlands and disrupting tourism (see also story below on ‘climate change impacts’).
       In northern Vietnam, at least 130 people were killed, dozens were missing and thousands were driven from their homes. The government said floodwaters peaked at close to their record levels of 1968. Military helicopters brought food and other supplies to stranded residents and airlifted hundreds of Vietnamese and foreign tourists from Lao Cai, on the border with China. Several hundred train passengers en route to the popular tourist area took refuge in hotels before being airlifted out. In the neighboring province of Yen Bai, according to official reports, at least 35 people were killed, many of them buried under landslides that hit at night as they slept.

   The flooding, which began with heavy downpours beginning of August, has also hit parts of Cambodia, Laos, Thailand and Burma, where waters rose in the Irrawaddy Delta, which is still recovering from Cyclone Nargis that left 38,000 people dead or missing in May. The floods affected much of Burma, including Rangoon and Mandalay in the centre as well as the Karen and Mon states in the southeast. It also caused extensive damage to homes and displaced hundreds of people along the Salween River in the east. According to a Pa-an resident, the flooding was the worst in his lifetime as heavy rain continued for several days, extensively disrupting transportation.
   In Vientiane, the capital of Laos, officials said the Mekong River had brought the worst flooding in memory, rising to nearly 14 meters above its lowest level in the dry season. Mudslides also cut the main road from Vientiane to the ancient capital of Luang Prabang, Laos’ most popular tourist destination where the Mekong waters also rose dangerously.

   In parts of northeastern Thailand, officials said the Mekong had reached its highest level in 30 years, inundating farmlands and forcing the evacuation of thousands of people in three provinces along the river, which divides Thailand from Laos.

   As the high waters of the Mekong moved downstream, Cambodia and eastern Thailand prepared for major floods and officials warned residents in some areas to move to higher ground along with their livestock. In Vietnam's southern Mekong delta, where the 4,345-kilometre river flows into the sea, forecasters said that rising waters had reached a critical level two weeks earlier than last year and that worse flooding lay ahead.

   Officials say the high water was caused by heavy downpours in southern China, Laos and Thailand. Environmentalists have pointed out that flooding has been a long-standing concern for people living
along the Mekong River running through China, Thailand, Burma, Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam.  One of the main problems, they argue, is the series of river dams built by China over the past decade. Local residents have observed that Mekong flooding worsens when the dams in China open their water gates to lower the water level in the
reservoirs. They also suspect that the removal of the rapids to make the upper part of the Mekong navigable may have contributed to the flooding problem.    (
UN/WB PRIMER ON HOW TO DEAL WITH CLIMATE CHANGE IMPACTS

[Environment News Service: 6.8.08; Thanh Nien News: 8.8.08] - WITH eight of the world’s 10 largest cities located near rivers or seas and exposed to such climate hazards as flooding, sea level rise, and hurricanes, a United Nations-World Bank report released beginning of August offers advice on how to make these population centers more resistant to the effects of global warming. ‘Climate Resilient Cities’ is intended as a primer for East Asia and the Pacific to curb vulnerability to climate change and strengthen disaster risk management in the face of the frequent and extreme weather events expected as the planet's temperature climbs. Asia is presently experiencing one of the most destructive floods in decades and has seen more than 550 floods affecting over 850 million people since the year 2000.

   The primer warns there could be a one-meter rise in sea levels in East Asia due to climate change. China, Vietnam, Burma and Thailand were expected to be the most affected countries. The losses would be caused by the shortage of fresh water, impacts on agriculture and fishing, disruption of tourism and reduced energy security.

   The most adverse impacts of climate change are likely to be urban areas where people, resources, and infrastructure are concentrated. “An estimated 46 million people living in cities are at risk yearly from flooding and storm surges in the East Asia region,” says the primer.

    The impact of sea-level rise could be catastrophic for Vietnam, for example. An expected five-meter rise would have an impact on up to 16 per cent of its land area, 35 per cent of population and 35 per cent of GDP. The Red River Delta and Mekong Delta would suffer the worst.

   Jim Adams, the World Bank’s vice president for the East Asia and Pacific Region, said, “The degree of impact from which cities suffer from climate change will ultimately depend on the actions and initiatives local governments take to build a more climate-resilient city.”

   The primer suggests strong local commitment and organization are required to deal with behaviour and technological changes to reduce carbon emissions and the disastrous climate change consequences and regional threats. Management of urban areas and their growth and spatial planning need to factor in disaster risk management and climate change. Effective disaster risk management is an important component of climate change adaptation. Climate change will require concerted actions by local governments and their partners to manage a changing and more invasive environment, says the primer. ( 


THAI POLICE UNDER FIRE OVER CROSS-BORDER HUMAN TRAFFICKING 

[The Nation: 18.8.08] – AT a recent seminar on child prostitution and trafficking held in Haad Yai, a major tourist city in southern Thailand, locals pointed their fingers at police inefficiency and corruption. Youths said they knew where brothels and karaoke bars offering prostitution were. How come the police are unaware of this, they asked. The head of a youth and student council in Haad Yai said: “Why don’t the police arrest the traffickers? They keep targeting teenagers like us at road checkpoints with trivial charges – like our motorcycles have lose chains.”

   Meanwhile, traffickers let girls from all over the Mekong region “rest” in the area before they are smuggled into Malaysia. During their brief stay, the girls provide sex service to locals and tourists. They are from Burma, Laos, Vietnam, Cambodia and China. Chinese women – or those who speak Chinese or English – are popular among Malaysian and Singaporean men. However, Thai police and immigration officials rarely launch investigations or arrest traffickers.

   Police occasionally receive complaints from trafficked women who escape from brothels. But in almost every case, the first thing these women get is not help but are charges with illegal entry to the country.  Often, the women are then deported. 

   In one case, a Yunnanese woman escaped from the traffickers and was treated by police as an illegal alien. The concerned police officers barely interviewed her about the traffickers, saying they had no Chinese interpreter. Eventually, a women’s foundation came to her aid, providing shelter and translators. However, there were never any arrests because the woman could not give enough details about the traffickers and their operation. She had been kept at more than 10 different locations before she escaped. 

   The chief of the human development and security office in Songkhla province maintained there were also more and more women who voluntarily entered the sex business hoping to find a foreign tourist who would keep them as a mistress. He said entertainment venues, where sex is secretly provided, such as karaoke bars or massage parlours, are mushrooming in the area, adding male sex workers were also in increasingly high demand in Malaysia. 

   A woman activist told the seminar she believed there was no way local police were unaware of these operations. Van after van packed with young, good-looking girls was allowed to enter Malaysia through border checkpoints on a daily basis without being questioned, she said. 

    An immigration officer said in response police could nothing without warrants because would risk to be sued, even though the new anti-trafficking law authorizes police to conduct searches and make arrests without having a court warrant.    ( 

CAMBODIA

TOURISM TO ETHNIC AREAS IN THE NORTHEAST SOARS

[Phnom Penh Post: 15.8.08] - TOURIST arrivals to Cambodia’s northeast more than doubled in the first half of 2008, compared with the same period last year, officials said, adding that Ratanakkiri and Mondulkiri provinces were ideal for the country’s ‘ecotourism’ industry. 

   Some 77,678 people visited Ratanakkiri between January and June of this year, said Uy Keoun, deputy director of the provincial tourism department. He added that most are drawn to Vireachey National Park and the ethnic villages that dot the province. Meanwhile, some 10,000 visitors travelled to Mondulkiri, known for its mix of jungle and high sweeping grasslands, in the first half of the year, said provincial tourism official Ngin Sovimean. 
    As interest grows in the once remote provinces inhabited by various ethnic groups, tourism officials are trying to tailor local attractions to fit a rising demand for ‘ecofriendly’ tourism. The government believes ‘ecotourism’ can serve as a means to preserve both the environment and traditional culture. It is also hopes that ‘ecotourism’ can lift provincial villagers out of poverty by providing them with jobs as guides or craftspeople making goods for sale.
   Both provinces have set up community commissions to preserve targeted ‘ecotourism’ sites, like the Bou Sra waterfall, which is one of five such sites in Mondulkiri province. Eleven sites are controlled by these commissions in Ratanakkiri.
   "We have information centres ... and are trying to improve guesthouses and other services," Uy Keoun said. But officials say the provinces still lack the infrastructure to make them easily accessible, while local communities are hesitant to participate in the government’s tourism projects.

   "These are the main barriers to the fast development of the tourism sector in these provinces," Ngin Sovimean said.
   Cambodia remains on track to reach its target of 2.3 million foreign visitors this year, and it is targeting three million arrivals a year by 2010.
   Meanewhile, indigenous communities in Ratanakkiri province are increasingly caught in land disputes. Recently, a group of ethnic Tampoun and Kreung villagers moved to protest at the provincial governor's office against the clearing of 10 hectares of forest by a local businessman.

   "Ten of the 20 hectares have been cleared of trees, and we are afraid that we will lose the rest of it if we don't protest," said Vin Sokhin, a community representative in Dong Kampoul village. He added that 46 families, or nearly 250 people, rely on the lands for collecting wood, vegetables and other supplies, and that since July they have been warned by labourers to stay away. 
   The local businessman, Seng Piseth, claimed to have purchased the land legally from O'Chum District Governor Bean Thveun, and the district governor said the deal was accepted by members of the community in return for a payment of US$2,000. Vong Doung, a village chief involved in the deal, confirmed that they had received the $2,000 dollars and said the money would be used for the benefit of the whole community. 

   But the protesters disputed the claim that the villagers have received any benefit from the sale. "We are protesting this deal, made between only a few community members," Vin Sokhin said. "We have not received any of this money and we don't want it. We want the land back."   ( 
LARGE-SCALE INVESTMENTS TO DEVELOP SEASIDE RESORTS 

[Financial Times Online: 17.8.08] - ROYAL Group, a Cambodian conglomerate whose interests range from banking to telecommunication, is raising US$2 billion from private investors, together with Hong Kong-based Millennium Group, to develop Koh Rong, an island off Sihanoukville, Cambodia’s only deep-water port. The move comes as property developers are planning billion-dollar investments to transform Cambodia’s coastline into one of Asia’s leading tourist destinations.

   The amount planned by Royal will only cover the initial stages of the development, according to Mark Hanna, chief financial officer of Royal Group. “We are talking about an island that is the same size as Hong Kong island, where we want to add things such as an airport, so ultimately we are certainly looking at several billions,” he said. 
   Meanwhile, MPDI, a subsidiary of Seng Enterprise, a family-owned group that is one of Cambodia’s leading construction companies, is working on another US$2 billion project, with unnamed US, Japanese and Middle Eastern investors. The project will triple the size of Kep, a neglected former French colonial resort.  

   Seng’s plans involve reclaiming land along a 6km stretch of coastline and building luxury towers and bungalows that will be able to house about 10,000 families. They also include Preah Vihear, another temple that straddles the border with Thailand and whose disputed ownership has threatened to spark a military conflict between the two countries (see also ‘Preah Vihear dispute’, page 1). 

   Over the last 15 years, tourism has grown almost tenfold to become the second most important sector after textiles. The number of visitors to Cambodia breached two million for the first time last year, but of those only 122,000 visited the country’s beaches.

   Vantha Seng, chief financial officer of Seng Enterprise, said construction in Kep was likely to start next year, thanks to a first round of financing of about US$250 million, with contributions from ‘well-known’ Japanese, American and Middle Eastern funds and private equity firms. She said the project could become Cambodia’s first offshore listing, either on the Hong Kong or Korean stock exchange. As to the targeted clientele, the developers are betting particularly on wealthy Asian pensioners from Singapore, South Korea and Japan.   (
Special Report

THE CRUSH OF TOURISTS AT ANGKOR IS TAKING A HEAVY TOLL

The ancient Angkor temples have stood up to endless assaults down the centuries, from medieval raiders armed with clubs and spears to genocidal looters laying land mines. These days, the onslaught begins in the early morning, when invading columns of buses, taxis and tuk-tuks converge on a dirt parking lot across from Angkor Wat's broad moat. They disgorge hundreds of camera-wielding tourists, who march through the gray light toward the awesome gates of the famous World Heritage site. The following is a shortened version of a feature article 
by Paul Watson. [Los Angeles Times: 20.7.08]

The Angkor temples were constructed in the 12th century, with a gilded central tower representing Mount Meru, mythical home of the gods and the center of the spiritual and physical universes. They built it facing west, perhaps in honor of the god Vishnu, preserver of all things.
   For today's tourists, the alignment has a more mundane appeal. It's a great place to snap a picture of the sunrise behind sprawling Angkor's best-known temple. When the shutters stop clicking, tour guides herd their groups into the monument all at once. Tourists jostling for space bump, scrape and rub their fingers against exquisitely carved stone, adding to centuries of damage to the friezes of soldiers depicted in epic battle atop chariots and elephants. 
   By dusk, the mob of sightseers has moved to Phnom Bakheng, where buses drop off hundreds of people who then scramble for position on large, delicately balanced stone platforms at the small temple, Angkor's oldest. Obscured from the road by dense forest, it was safely off the regular tour routes until sappers cleared land mines that Khmer Rouge guerrillas had placed to defend the strategic hilltop.

   "Now it's suddenly become the destination where everybody wants to be at the end of the day to see the sunset, and to see the views, which are spectacular," said Bonnie Burnham, president of the New York-based World Monuments Fund. The non-profit group helps conserve historic sites around the world.

   Many of Phnom Bakheng's 108 shrines stand on platforms that have shifted over the centuries as water trickles in and loosens sand and dirt, and the tourists are gathering where they shouldn't. "The platforms where people stand are not really stable," Burnham said. "They're eroding very rapidly. The magnificent sculpture on the shrine at the center of the temple is in very fragile condition and has not been treated for conservation yet.  People shouldn't really be touching it, or going anywhere near it," she said.
   As night falls, the tourists feel their way back down the hill and onto air-conditioned buses. They're delivered to their hotels in nearby Siem Reap, where they rinse off the sweat of a long day's touring with a dip in the pool or a soothing shower before dinner. As the taps open up, more of the dwindling ground water is drained. UNESCO has warned that the receding water table could undermine Angkor Wat's fragile foundations, causing the temple to gradually sink.
   A decade ago, about 300,000 tourists visited Angkor Wat each year. It was possible to have a quiet, spiritual moment alone in nearby temples that had been swallowed up by the jungle. But peace, after decades of civil war and upheaval, opened the tourism floodgates. More than a million people are expected to file through Angkor Wat's narrow stone corridors this year, and the government hopes to draw three million to the site by 2010.   
   With more hotels and resorts on the drawing board, conservationists are pushing hard to prevent a destructive free-for-all of development and tourism.
   Angkor's temples aren't new to the indignities of visitors with sharp elbows. Angkor Wat suffered its worst damage when Khmer Rouge fighters looted it in the late 1970s.  Foreign donors and governments, led by the US, France and Japan, have spent as much as US$50 million over the last 15 years to repair the scars of time and abuse.
   But the work is far from finished, and new threats are building. Sokimex Group, which has used its connections with Cambodian Prime Minister Hun Sen to become the country's biggest company, plans to build a 900-room hotel and spa, with shopping mall, water park, slot machines and conference center, on a 56-acre site in Siem Reap.
   Sokimex also controls the ticket concession to Angkor. Passes cost US$20 a day, US$40 for three days and US$60 a week. It's small change for a company that deals in oil, gas stations, pharmaceutical products, garment making, property development and luxury hotels and resorts, in addition to running an airline. 
   Sokimex's share of the admission take is set by a contract with the government, and Burnham said it leaves most of the profit in the company's hands. One-third of the revenue is supposed to go to Apsara, a Cambodian agency set up by royal decree to preserve the Angkor sites and manage development. But some people dispute the ticket sales figures, saying Apsara, which takes its name from the heavenly nymphs of Hindu and Buddhist mythology whose bare-chested figures adorn the Angkor temple walls, gets enough only to cover basic expenses. "Apsara has virtually no money for conservation," Burnham said. "All of the conservation at Angkor is being done through international assistance." 
   The effect of millions of feet pounding on Angkor Wat's steps and floors already has led officials to close some areas. The towers, the tallest of which rises 213 feet, are off limits because the constant wear and tear made the structures unsafe.    A first step toward reducing congestion could be as simple as insisting that visitors walk through Angkor Wat in the same direction, from beginning to end, Burnham said. She also wants to see Cambodian officials set time constraints on tickets for the busiest of Angkor's temples, to limit pressure during peak hours. The day may come when a strict quota is placed on the number of visitors allowed at certain monuments, Burnham said.    (
LAOS

PROTECTING LUANG PRABANG TO PRESERVE WORLD HERITAGE STATUS

[Agence France Presse: 28.7.08] — LAOS has halted plans for new hotels in the town centre of the ancient royal capital Luang Prabang after receiving a warning from UNESCO about its World Heritage status. The city's heritage office chief, Manivone Thoummabouth, said the provincial government had decided not to allow foreign investors to turn any more state buildings into hotels, the Vientiane Times reported online.

    "There are many hotels in the city and if more are built, the area would be too crowded with tourists, causing difficulty for state officials to access their workplaces," Manivone was quoted as saying.

    The 700-year-old former capital, dubbed as the jewel of ancient Lao heritage, is a Mekong river town of beautiful Buddhist temples and palm-shaded French colonial mansions that draws hundreds of thousands of tourists a year. UNESCO warned in a 2004 report that development pressure had placed "critical stress on both the environment and the historic cultural resources of Luang Prabang and threatens to overwhelm them." 

   In recent years local authorities have rented out state buildings to foreign investors, including the provincial hospital, while residents have filled in ponds and wetlands for more construction. UNESCO late last year sent heritage officials to assess how the town had changed since being listed as a World Heritage site in 1995. 

   Manivone said UNESCO officials had put forward 15 recommendations, mainly about managing construction and the restoration of buildings in the town. "UNESCO has given us until next year to fulfil its recommendations, otherwise they will issue a red card warning to the government," she said. "The government has made a strong commitment that it will do its best to fulfill the recommendations."   (    

THAILAND

CONCERN OVER PRIVATIZATION OF NATIONAL PARKS

[The Nation: 27.7.08; 30.7.08; Bangkok Post: 7.8.08] – DESPITE growing criticisms from environmentalists and academics, two laws covering national parks and wildlife conservation are under revision. Under the new laws, the private sector would be allowed to rent areas to conduct business in the long term.

   Rataya Chantian, the director of the Sueb Nakhasathien Foundation said that some of the content of the planned laws goes against the principle of the current laws that aim to conserve natural resources and the environment. “The new laws would change all national parks and wildlife sanctuaries - even their heartlands – into commercial areas that would be open to tourists to visit,” she said. 

   Already, the Department of National Parks, Wildlife and Plant Conservation has opened six wildlife sanctuaries and non-hunting areas for business activities. They include non-hunting areas in Krabi’s Province’s Laem Ta Lum Pook and Pa Tung Talay, Trang Province’s Klong Lam Chan and Satun Province’s Nong Palak Praya and Khao Raya Bang Sa. Two of the sanctuaries are Nong Khai Province’s Pa Phu Wua and Chiang Province’s Omkoi.

   Sanitsuda Ekachai, the Bangkok Post’s Assistant Editor strongly criticized the government's move to make it legal for businesses to commercially exploit pristine forests and wildlife. The following are excerpts from her commentary: 
   “Despite the urgent need to protect our diminishing forests amid the threat of global warming, plans are afoot to push for a new National Park Bill so the tourism industry can make money from Mother Nature. Based on the Western concept of wilderness, the present national park laws bar all forms of human activity. By law, we are not allowed to remove even a twig or a pebble from the forests.  

   Indeed, this law is problematic. Our tropical forests are home to more than one million farming families, many of whom are hilltribe people who have belonged to the land for centuries. But they have been turned into criminals as forest encroachers through the National Park Bill which came into existence only 47 years ago. It is these poor people who routinely face eviction threats and imprisonment. Meanwhile, the forest authorities continue to allow the mining industry to operate in lush forests while turning a blind eye to the rich and powerful who have turned national forests into resorts, plantations and private homes. 

   Yet, the money barons are not happy. Led by [ousted Prime Minister] Thaksin Shinawatra, the new powers in business and politics believe that the illegality of forest use unnecessarily increases their investment expenses through tea money, while limiting business access to the network of old money. Their solution: if their activities are illegal by law, then change the law to make them legal. Hence the effort to replace the 1961 National Park Bill with a new one. The new draft bill gives the national park director-general and national park chiefs near-absolute power in the zoning of pristine forests. 

   It is feared, and rightly so, that many protected areas would be turned into recreational zones, thus allowing the resort business to mushroom in the forests. The draft bill also allows tourists to enter all areas in the national parks, if accompanied by forestry guides. The commercial exploitation of national parks was one of Mr Thaksin's turning-assets-into-cash policy. He may be out of power, for now, but his crony government is determined to push the new bill through.  

   That's not all. In addition to the move to open up national parks, the government is simultaneously pushing for a new wildlife protection law. Critics are of one voice: this is essentially a move to support the business of commercial breeding of wildlife. Due to lax legal enforcement and widespread corruption, Thailand is already a regional centre for the wildlife trade. When these problems remain unsolved, giving a green light to commercial breeding of wildlife would only serve as a smokescreen for the trade in wildlife and further aggravate poaching in Thailand and neighbouring countries. Undoubtedly, there is big money involved.”   ( 
INDIGENOUS PEOPLES SUFFERING FROM LACK OF BASIC RIGHTS

[Asia News: 1.8.08; Bangkok Post: 8.7.08; Burma News International Online: 4.8.08; Daily XPress: 26.8.08]  - INDIGENOUS peoples in Thailand – from highlanders in the north to the ‘sea gypsies’ in the south - feature prominently in tourist brochures. But lack of citizenship is the basic reason why up to three million tribal and ‘stateless’ people are living in abject poverty. A three-year study by the Bureau of Social Development and UNESCO confirms that highland people, most of them spread across the northern region, suffer a huge disparity in access to education, health, credit, the right to buy land and vote.

   American anthropologist and trafficking expert for UNESCO, David Feingold said lack of citizenship and identity documents such as birth certificates made ethnic people highly vulnerable to human trafficking. It is the single biggest factor in the exploitation of hilltribe girls and drives highland men to crimes such as drug-smuggling because of their inability to travel to find work, he said.

   “There are a lot of migrants who have been living here in Thailand much longer than Khun Thaksin’s [referring to former Thai premier Thaksin Shinawatra] family, but they never got registered because original surveys never went up into the hills, and a lot of policies were never written in these people’s original languages,” he said.

   A national strategy announced in 2005 by the Thaksin government after Thai King Bhumiphol Adulyadej expressed concern about the problem resulted in policies to help stateless children get education. About 50,000 students have been given ID cards in recent years to help them go to school and travel to towns to study. The new nationality law will also allow the Interior Minister to grant citizenship to groups, not just individuals.

   Chutima Morlae-kul (Miju), an Akha expert on legal status and minority rights, said a key problem was that tribal people did not know their rights. “We have suggested the government should host seminars and training for officials so they know what they’re doing. In the field they often give rein to their own prejudice and bias in their work,” she said.
“Tribal people in the 20 provinces in the North (mountainous Thailand region) are only asking for their basic rights. Some are struggling to prove status and have to resort to bribery, but even with all the bribes the (citizenship) process can take 10 years!”
   She added, “Some of us have given up and just turned to prostitution, male and female, because the process is so time-consuming. With no citizenship there is nothing else we can choose: all the roads are closed."

   Statistical analyst Amanda Flaim said researchers had interviewed 63,000 people in 192 villages in Chiang Mai, Chiang Rai and Mae Hong Son provinces. The findings showed the respondents were highly disadvantaged in regard to access to education. Only 22 per cent went to upper primary school and just 8 per cent went to lower high school. “The degree of disadvantage is very acute,” she said.

    Feingold explained the situation was probably even worse than the survey indicated, as researchers were not allowed to go to about 700 villages in special military zones along the border. Rates of citizenship and access to education and services are probably even lower in these villages, he said. 

   Tribal women are particularly exposed to abuse and exploitation because of the lack of rights. Take for example the case of the Kayan (also known as ‘long neck’ Karen or Padaung) who like other refugees from Burma have fled from military offensives, human rights violations and forced labour. They have been living on the Thai-Burma border in Mae Hong Son Province for about 20 year for safety reasons. But the difference with other refugees is the Kayan have a distinct traditional culture and their women wearing metal rings around their necks look extraordinarily ‘exotic’. Therefore, local authorities and businessmen let them live in artificial villages to serve as tourist magnets. However, Kayan women are not allowed to leave the village along with their husbands. They do not have Thai citizenship and are prohibited from working outside. Therefore, many Kayan women do not want to stay in the villages, nor do they want to move to a refugee camp. Thai authorities have also banned them from applying for third-country resettlement programmes. 

    Recently, there have been several cases of Kayan women disappearing from their homes in Mae Hong Son.  There were reports that they had been abducted by human trafficking gangs in order to put them to work in shows and fake ‘long neck’ villages for fee-paying tourists elsewhere in Thailand. It was also suspected that police officers were aiding the people-smugglers in return for large sums of money. Chiang Rai tourist police inspector Pol Maj Pattanchai Pamornpiboon told the Bangkok Post that those in control of the trafficking operations ran their businesses from Sattahip and Pattaya in Chon Buri and ordered the abduction of tribal women for tourism business. 
    On 4 July, 11 Kayan went missing from Huay Sua Tao and Huay Pukaeng villages in Mae Hong Son. First, their fellow villagers feared they had been taken against their will, but it later turned out that they had left silently for Chiang Mai where they can earn more money from the tourists. Weeks later, their employers from a resort in Chiang Mai brought them back to Mae Hong Son. When they turned up at the police station, they were immediately charged with illegally leaving the villages they were registered at.   ( 

