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BE RESPONSIBLE - STOP THE WASTE!

FOOD WASTAGE: The Malaysian Consumers Association of Penang (CAP) wants to make food wastage “a punishable crime”. A survey con-ducted by CAP has found that huge amounts of food from hotels in Penang end up at garbage dump-sites. “Throwing away food whilst others go hungry is morally unaccep-table, financially wasteful and enviro-nmentally harmful,” said CAP. 

   An article in CAP’s Utusan Konsu-mer paper noted that the problem of food wastage increases as society becomes more affluent. In Malaysia, it is estimated that about 45 % of the solid wastes generated is food waste. This is highly irresponsible as many poor countries and regions are strug-gling for food security. According to the World Food Organization, 920 million people around the world are suffering from hunger, and a third of them are children.

   Producing food that is eventually thrown away also means that water and energy used for food production are wasted and this causes addi-tional strains onto the environment. Moreover, the decomposition of food and other organic wastes at dump-sites produces methane, which is 20 times a more potent greenhouse gas than carbon dioxide.

   CAP said hotels and large restau-rants belong to the “macro-wasters”.  They discard even foods that are still fit for consumption, it said. Such large-scale offenders should, “even if they are five-star hotels”, be pena-lized and their cases be publicized so as to discourage other wrongdoers, said CAP. 

   Following the example of the British ‘Love Food Hate Waste’ initiative that was launched in 2007, CAP pro-posed that Malaysia should have a public campaign against food was-tage. Such a campaign should en-courage consumers, including government agencies and compa-nies, to exercise restrain in order to avoid large food leftovers. Simple measures on how to reduce food wastage should be promoted. Legislation is also needed to effect-tively deal with the “macro-wasters”. Before throwing away edible food, hotels, restaurants and canteens should give it to charities or organiza-tions that work with hungry and destitute people. 
   CAP demands: “Let the war on food wastage begin today!” This call for action should not only be heeded in Malaysia but elsewhere as well. 
[UK: Jan.-Feb. 2010]   
ENERGY WASTAGE: Mycle Schnei-der, a well-known German energy consultant and critic of nuclear ener-gy, recently expressed concern about the wastage of electricity when he was on mission in Bangkok. For him, the ideal energy policy is the energy service-based approach, a way to produce and deliver by basing deci-sions on quality and quantity needs assessment of end-use services like cooked food, heating and cooling, lighting, communication, and mobility,
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Schneider explained. The energy service approach is similar to energy efficiency – a new concept that focu-ses on cutting demand yet still provides people with a higher level of comfort – rather than building more power plants.

   Schneider used the Bangkok hotel he was staying as an example for energy wastage: 
   “I wander around this hotel and I believe I can help save at least 30% of the electricity consumption… Doors and windows in my room do not close properly. That makes consumption go up phenomenally and decreases comfort.
   “Lighting is too much or inapprop-riate. TV and audio systems are on permanent stand-by. The water tem-perature is too hot and should be lowered, which makes it safer, more comfortable and it saves energy.
    “The refrigerator is a size up of our home refrigerator… despite the hotel room being only a small studio size, and I strictly don’t even need it here.” 
   Schneider concluded, the key question is how to design buildings, work places, homes and communi-ties correctly. Referring to the highly controversial issue of nuclear energy, he said: “Indeed, I just wonder whether the nuclear reactors need to be built for people to throw the energy out of the window.”  
[BP: 15.4.10]   (
EXHIBITION TELLS REAL-LIFE STORIES OF MEKONG RESIDENTS

[VNA: 31.3.10] - NINE stories of the lives, dreams and struggles of the people of three Mekong River countries – Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia – are featured at an exhibition in the Vietnamese Mekong Delta province of An Giang. “The Mekong’s story: challenge and dream” is a mobile exhibition that was opened at the provincial museum on 30 March. 

   The stories are told through a collection of 200 artworks and photos, providing visitors an insight into the lives of millions of Southeast Asian residents living along the river as well as their struggles against natural disasters and environmental pollution.

   The exhibition aims to call upon people to contribute to reducing poverty, protecting the environment and ensuring sustainable development along the river. The three-month event is part of a cultural preservation project sponsored by the Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency and carried out by 15 museums and agencies of the three countries over the past four years. The exhibition will later move on to Cambodia and Laos and complete its tour in Sweden in 2012.   (
WATER CRISIS THREATENS
MEKONG BASIN
[UN-W: March 2010; AT: 13.3.10; VOA: 25.3.10; X-N: 25.3.10; TN: 2.4.10] – THE International World Water Day was observed on 22 March as a means of focusing attention on the importance of freshwater and advocating for the sus-tainable management of freshwater resources. Mean-while, Southeast Asia’s ongoing severe drought has triggered a heated debate over the use of waters in the region.

   Each year, UN-Water, a special agency of the United Nations, highlights a specific aspect of freshwater. The major theme of World Water Day 2010 was on how to improve water quality. One buzzword used in this context was ecosystem services. The idea is to preserve and invest in nature’s capacity to provide fertile soils, clean water and clean air, rather than relying on mechanical systems which may be expensive and environmentally controversial. 
   In 2009, the theme for World Water Day was "Shared Water - Shared Opportunities", with a special focus on transboundary waters. According to the UN-Water web-site, “Nurturing the opportunities for cooperation in trans-boundary water management can help build mutual respect, understanding and trust among countries and promote peace, security and sustainable economic growth.” 
   This year’s drought, however, that has affected southern China and Southeast Asia and brought the Mekong River to its lowest level in 50 years, has led to a major controversy over the region’s most important trans-boundary waterway and the impact development projects have on its flow.

    Environmental groups and governments have pinned blame on China that has built and plans to build more hydropower dams on the waterway's upper reaches. Meanwhile, Chinese authorities recently insisted that water levels this year are at their lowest in 50 years, and they reject as groundless reports blaming their dams for the parched state of the river. In fact, the southern Chinese provinces of Yunnan, Guizhou, and Sichuan are suffering from the extreme drought. Over 20 million people face water shortages with some 6.5 million hectares of crops affected.
   In Southeast Asia, the water shortage crisis has par-ticularly affected the northern provinces of Laos and Thailand, areas that are already among the poorest in both countries. In Laos, irrigation systems and pumping stations for drinking water have been affected in urban and rural areas. In Luang Prabang, there have been reports of drinking water shortages, with only the tourist area in the city center receiving 24-hour service. 
   Vietnam has also experienced one of the worst dry periods in recent history, with riverbeds drying up and saline water intrusion aggravating in coastal areas causing threats to the southern Mekong Delta. 

   While the Mekong is a vital regional transport link, trade activity is now being shifted to highways. Tourist boats and ferries are also no longer operating in some areas. As people can no longer rely on water from the Mekong, many of them will be forced to seek new jobs and change their way of life.

   The Mekong River Commission (MRC), the inter-governmental agency in charge of coordinating water management and development in the Mekong basin, recently held its first Mekong Summit in Hua Hin, Thailand, to devote greater attention to the preservation of the river. Environmental activists and academics took this as an opportunity to call on the MRC and govern-ments to revise hydropower development plans on the river and its tributaries, arguing the current plans would adversely affect millions of lives living downstream. The ‘Save the Mekong Coalition’ said the Mekong drought and upstream dam construction demonstrate the need for cooperation among all countries sharing the Mekong River. "There are better ways to meet water and energy needs and the climate change challenge, while keeping rivers healthy," said one of their spokespersons.
   Experts fear that there will be increasing conflicts over the use of the Mekong for drinking water, farming, fishing, tourism and transportation.  A new report by the United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia  and the Pacific (UN-ESCAP) also expresses concern about water security in the region, warning that water shortages in the region are likely to be exacerbated by climate change.   (
LESSONS FROM THE ASH CLOUD CRISIS: BLUER SKIES AND LESS POLLUTION
[BTN: 20.4.10; AP: 22.4.10] - FLIGHT cancellations from the Iceland volcano eruption have created immense costs and inconveniences in Europe and around the globe. But the risk of airplanes being affected by volcanic ash and dust is real and too great to compromise the safety of passengers or crews. 

   Southeast Asia has also been affected by flight cancellations, particularly those countries where the travel and tourism sectors represent a major share of the economy. The International Air Transport Association (IATA) estimated that global carriers lost US$200 million a day in revenue as a result of airplane groundings related to volcano ash cloud. Albert Tjoeng, a Singapore-based spokesman for IATA, said the costs are in fact much higher. "There are people stranded in Europe who cannot fly back home to Asia," said Tjoeng.  "There are travellers who are stranded in Asia who cannot fly back home.  At the same time, goods and services cannot be delivered."
   Amid frustration at the travel disruptions, however, many people in the no-fly zones found something eerily pleasant in the sight of a sky without planes, reported Associated Press.
   “…city dwellers across Europe were treated to a rare spectacle of nature: Pristine, blue skies brighter than any in recent memory. The remarkable sight happened in part because mass flight groundings prevented busy airspace from being crisscrossed with plumes of jet exhaust that create a semi-permanent haze — and other effects beyond the white contrails themselves,” said AP, adding: “In fact, part of the surreal quality of the whole affair has been the illusion of going back to a calmer, less complicated age in which the air was cleaner, life was less harried (no cross-planet shuttles for one-day meetings in Hong Kong), and jets didn't rumble constantly in our ears.”

   Calculating the impact of reduced carbon emissions — a key contributor to global warming — is however a complex affair. According to the European Environment Agency,  European air travel generates more than 400,000 tons of carbon dioxide on an average day  — representing at least 3% of total greenhouse emissions. Those aircraft emis-sions were cut by more than half in the days when aircraft were grounded across the European continent. However, many of the stranded passengers chose to travel by road instead, thus burning higher amounts of fuel for motor vehicles. The volcano's own CO2 emissions also need to be considered.
   Alice Bows, a climate scientist at the University of Manchester, said "a back-of-the-envelope calculation" suggests that because aviation is so carbon-intensive, there should be a net reduction in emissions.
    In any event, the ash cloud event has served well as a lesson on the environmental impact of air transport, and it may contribute to effect change in terms of travel be-haviour. 
   As AP noted: “The crisis has caused some to reflect… on the age when people spent weeks or months en route to their destination. Hopping on a plane, popping an Ambien and waking up 10 hours later in a different time zone and culture seems somehow less romantic.”   (
US AGENCY ACCUSED OF BURMA 
SANCTIONS BUSTING

[TTR-W: 29.3.10; DVB: 5.4.10] - THE US government aid agency USAID has denied charges levelled by the Washington-based US Campaign for Burma (USCB) that it is breaching US sanctions on the military-ruled country. USCB activists said in March that USAID funding of the ASEAN Competitive Enhancement (ACE) project, which looks to promote the tourism and textiles industries of Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) countries, was “not in line with US-Burma policy”.  
   Approximately, US$4 million of the 2008 to 2013 ACE budget goes to a tourism marketing campaign called “Southeast Asia: Feel the Warmth” that is built around a consumer website that will drive tourist bookings to the 10 countries of ASEAN, of which Burma is a member. The official blurb on the USAID funded website www.southeastasia.org identifies the beneficiaries of the campaign as: Brunei Darussalam; Burma; Cambodia; Indonesia; Lao PDR; Malaysia; the Philippines; Singa-pore; Thailand and Vietnam.

      Meanwhile, USAID communications director, Hal Lipper, defended the ACE project, saying ““[It] does not and has not promoted tourism to Myanmar [Burma]. The ACE Project promotes tourism to Southeast Asia as a region,” he said. “ASEAN, as part of its economic integration strategy, asked USAID to provide support in the tourism sector. ASEAN’s strategy is to promote tourism to Southeast Asia.”

   USAID’s funding of the ACE remains a “violation” of US policy and should be challenged by Congress, USCB advocacy director Jennifer Quigley recently told TTR Weekly travel website.

   “The spirit of [US Burma sanctions] was to keep Ameri-can dollars out of the hands of the Burmese regime,” she said. “The way the Burmese tourism economy is struc-tured, it is not a stretch to assume the regime would bene-fit financially.”
      A campaign to boycott tourism in Burma has received strong backing from many democracy and human rights groups around the world, although this has not been factored in the US sanctions package. One of the main arguments against tourism in Burma is that, with the majority of property and services owned by the ruling regime, tourist money will eventually find its way into government coffers. Moreover, activists have argued that many tourist resorts and services were built using forced labour. Detained Burmese opposition leader Aung San Suu Kyi also urged tourists to stay away from the country as long as it remains under military rule.  (  

CAMBODIA: KOH RONG MEGA-
PROJECT SET FOR A GREENWASH?

[APR: 31.3.10] - THE Koh Rong archipelago, 30 minutes by boat from the coastal town of Sihanoukville, is being billed as the “next Asian Riviera” – following Phuket, Koh Samui and Bali. Koh Rong covers 80 sq km, with a population of just 1,500 in small fishing villages. The island is known amongst ‘off-the-beaten-track’ travellers for its white sand beaches and crystal clear waters. 
   The Royal Group, one of Cambodia’s business conglo-merates with interests in property and infrastructure deve-lopment, has been granted a 99-year lease by the Cam-bodian government to develop Koh Rong as the “first environmentally planned resort island in Asia”, according to Asia Property Report. 

   The design and engineering consultancy firm Scott Wilson Group plc. has been appointed by The Royal Group to conduct an Environmental Evaluation and Social Impact Analysis, laying the groundwork for the “eco-” project. Meanwhile, the firm has been appointed to develop massive infrastructure on Koh Rong, including a road network, marina, international airport and utility services, to jumpstart tourist development which places the beaches of Koh Rong within a travel time of three hours from Hong Kong and Singapore. 
   Lauri Van Run, general manager of the Scott Wilson firm’s Malaysia office, said: “The master plan for Koh Rong presents perhaps a unique opportunity to create virtually from the beginning a truly ecologically sus-tainable large scale resort community.” 
   However, all plans for this huge tourism project need to be carefully scrutinized because the possibility of a “greenwash” is high. The Scott Wilson firm says it intends to identify environmentally sensitive areas and draw recommendations for developing Koh Rong for interna-tional tourism and real estate development. This will be followed by studies of marine resources as well as the island’s flora and fauna. The consultancy firm lists re-forestation, marine resource protection, waste manage-ment, poverty alleviation and employment creation for the local community as key elements of the development programme, and the proclaimed goal is to develop the pristine “eco-island” as a “high-end” resort destination and to realize “best real estate value in balance with environmental protection”. 

   Unfortunately, the “eco” often stands for “economics” – or more specifically: investment potential and profits – rather than for “ecology” in the plans for such resort and real estate developments. The fact that two golf courses and an airport are part of the scheme is worrisome enough because the construction of such facilities will inevitably cause loss of biodiversity and damage to the island’s fragile ecosystem.    (
CRISIS HITS CAMBODIAN DEVELOPER OF ANLONG VENG SITE
[PPP: 31.3.10] - THE Cambodian government is trying to promote Anlong Veng – the last bastion of the Khmer Rouge – as a tourism destination. The town is the site of the grave of Pol Pot, the former leader of the Khmer Rouge regime, and the house of Ta Mok, the Khmer Rouge commander in charge of the Southwestern zone.

   It was recently revealed, however, that the ambitious plan for a Development Zone Sonte Pheap City in Anlong Veng is not taking off as planned. The entire project that includes a strong tourism component has been put up for sale for US$4 million after the company failed to find clients for properties on the site, according to Ms Em Sophary, the project owner. 

   The Sonte Pheap City project began when Cambodia’s property market was booming in 2008, said Em Sophary, but the economic downturn has forced its closure. “We’ve already completed infrastructure, such as water, electri-city, a road system and drainage,” she said. All other planned facilities - a resort, villas, a market, school, hospi-tal and 12-hole golf course - have been suspended. 
   Nevertheless, Provincial Governor Pich Sokhin recently said he had high hopes for Anlong Veng, which is strate-gically situated between the tourist-hub Siem Reap and the Preah Vihear temple that has recently been nomina-ted a UNESCO World Heritage Site. So far, the province has received about 40,000 visitors annually but the figure could grow if the plans for “Khmer Rouge tourism” come to fruition, said Sokhin.   (
INDONESIA: HOW TO SAVE BALI?
[ET: April 2010; BD: 5.4.10] - BALI tourism has slowly been recovering from the suicide bombings in 2002 that took the lives of 202 people, many of them foreign tourists. Thanks to political instability in Thailand, Bali welcomed a record 2.2 million foreign tourists in 2009. The Balinese government aims to break this record in 2010, hoping to receive between 2.3 and 2.5 million foreign tourists.
   For an island of 5,636 sq kms with over three million inhabitants, this level of mass tourism stretches its carry-ing and recovery capacity to the maximum. Tourists have been complaining about dirty beaches, stinking rivers and diarrhea caused by contaminated water. Raw sewage pollutes the rivers because the island lacks sufficient sewage plants to treat the wastewater from the growing number of hotels and restaurants. The State Water Board is unable to supply sufficient water and there are frequent electrical blackouts. In addition, Bali’s airport has recently been voted by Travel + Leisure magazine as among the "world’s ugliest airports.”
   Bali activist and anthropologist Wayan Geriya has been warning authorities for years about the harmful effects of the mismanagement of Bali tourism. Quoted in the news-paper Radar Bali, he lays the blame mainly on the orient-tation of Bali tourism toward quantity before quality. The international tourism image of Bali as an island of unlimi-ted resources does not correspond with the local reality.
   Ida Bagus Ngurah Wijaya, chairman of the Bali Tourism Board, supports Geriya's critique of the current tourism orienttation. He has been pleading for increased efforts in the upgrading of tourist sites and less emphasis on the search for new investments in tourism projects. 
   In a series of articles examining Bali tourism, Bali Post recently suggested that the island is rapidly losing its identity. It noted that many of those involved in Bali's tourism industry are ignorant of the fact that the very magnet that draws people to Bali's shores is its unique cultural heritage. Instead of working to preserve and pro-tect Bali's cultural values, the business community has become a catalyst for accelerating the destruction of local heritage through erecting buildings that have no Balinese characteristics in their design and decoration.

   Putu Rumawan Salain, a professor on the Technical Fa-culty at Bali's Udayana University, said: “If Bali no longer tries to retain Bali architectural elements in its buildings, I worry that Bali will no longer have a unique identity that is attractive to tourists, looking much like anywhere else in the world."   (
STEALING INDONESIA’S ISLANDS 
BY THE BOAT-LOAD

[T-O: 23.3.10] - FOR the people of Sebesi Island, who spend their lives next to the world’s biggest natural time bomb, it seemed to be an offer that they could not refuse. A businessman from the Indonesian mainland landed one day with a remarkable proposal: to make safe their deadly neighbour, the notorious volcano island of Krakatoa, hulking in the sea a few miles across the water.

   When Krakatoa exploded in 1883 36,000 people died and the dust thrown up by the eruption lowered tempera-tures and darkened skies across the globe. So the fisher-men welcomed the offer of trenches to channel the lava and reduce the danger of the next explosion. However, when the boats arrived and the work began, they realized with anger that the kindly businessman was not reno-vating Krakatoa; he was stealing it.

   “There was a huge barge, the kind you use to carry coal, and it was pumping up the sand through pipes,” said Waiso, an environmental activist who investigated the activity. “This is a national park and a UNESCO World Heritage Site and you’re not allowed to touch it. The local people rely on the fishing and the income from tourism, and here they were taking Krakatoa away.” And Krakatoa is just one case among thousands.
   With more than 17,000 islands — from the large jungle-covered islands of Borneo and Sumatra to unnamed rocks jutting out of the sea — you might think that Indonesia would not mind if a few of them went missing. But the Southeast Asian nation is fighting a losing battle against black marketeers who are, literally, making off with its territory by the boat-load.
   Sea reclamation schemes and the creation of artificial beaches for tourism purposes all over the region are driving a black market in Indonesia’s abundant supplies of soil, sand and gravel. In 2007, Indonesia banned the export of its sand and soil and threatened a shoot on sight policy against foreign sand pirates and gravel bandits. But, thanks to corrupt local officials, who sign off on permits and turn a blind eye to where the material ends up, the smugglers are winning.

   Since 2005, at least 24 small islands have disappeared as a result of erosion caused by sand mining. Even where they remain above the waves, the mining process clouds and muddies the sea, devastating fish populations and destroying livelihoods.

   “The small islands don’t have large populations but their function in the ecosystem is very important,” said Riza Damanik, of the People’s Coalition for Justice in Fishe-ries. “In the Riau Islands the fishermen have lost 80% of their income as a result of sand mining.”   (
MALAYSIA: SABAH’S ‘LOST WORLD’ TO BECOME A WORLD HERITAGE SITE

[B-N: 6.4.10; T-O: 13.4.10] – MALAYSIAN authorities have recently agreed to nominate Maliau Basin in the south central part of Sabah as a World Heritage Site (WHS). "The state government will not compromise on its effort to conserve its forest reserves and we will make sure that the Maliau Basin, which is a renowned research area, is safeguarded at all times," said Datuk Masidi Manjun, the minister for tourism, culture and the environment.

   The Maliau Basin, known as Sabah's ‘Lost World’, was first declared a conservation area in 1981. In 1997, it was gazetted as a ‘Class 1’ Protection Forest Reserve. 
   The decision to make it a WHS was hailed by scientists and conservationists as a victory for the environment and potentially hundreds of undiscovered species. The Maliau Basin is a pristine area covering almost 600 sq kms and ranging from 500 to about 2,000 metres deep. Hundreds of waterfalls dot the landscape, including a massive seven tier cascade at the centre of the basin's floor. The surrounding rainforests and hills are loaded with exotic species, alongside orang-utans, pigmy elephants, rhino-ceros and clouded leopards.

   However, miners and timber conglomerates have long eyed the rich coal deposits that lie conveniently close to the surface and potential lumber concessions in the basin. Therefore, it is not surprising that industry repre-sentatives were not happy with the government’s decision to seek a World Heritage listing. 
   In the 1970s and '80s, politicians and businessmen carelessly cleared the vast majority of Malaysian forests, making way for rubber and palm oil plantations that fuel-led the country's quest for economic growth. Palm oil use has also soared worldwide in recent years because it is cheaper than other oils. 

   Meanwhile, the destruction of natural habitat - home to rare and endangered species - on a massive scale to make way for monoculture palm oil plantations, which achieve little else apart from palm oil dollars, caused alarm among environmentalists and left the industry with few friends. The growing concerns over climate change and Malaysia's rapid loss of biodiversity probably promp-ted the decision by the Sabah state government that eventually paved the way for the Maliau Basin to be nominated as a WHS. 
   Glen Reynolds, programme manager of the Royal Society's Southeast Asia Rainforest Research Pro-gramme, said such a decision would not have been possible only 10 years ago. Coal deposits alone have been valued at "several billion US dollars" he said.
   But potential riches from ecotourism and a carbon trading market are evolving into lucrative alternative forms of financing. Local anger over plans to build a coal-fired power plant may have also influenced the decision.

   The influential role of industry must not be under-estimated though. Reynolds said, as plantation operators, timber and mining companies meanwhile control much of the land across Southeast Asia, rainforest preservation can only be achieved when the private sector is included in the conservation process. He added: "Almost all our scientists at Danum Valley [another conservation area in the east coast of Sabah] have components of their pro-jects running in oil palm plantations, supported at some level by the plantation industry."
   If industry that has been responsible for gross environ-mental destruction can really play a positive role in protecting Sabah’s last nature reserves in the long run needs to be seen.   (
PHILIPPINES: TOO MUCH TRASH IN THE WATER
The following is an edited version of a story that GMANews TV presented on occasion of Earth Day on 22 April 2010. 

R

ice cooker, cellular phone, and kerosene lamps - they are not just another set of appliances for sale in department stores, but among the “peculiar" trash items found during a one-day nationwide effort to clean up Philippine oceans and waterways last September.
     According to data provided by Geronimo Reyes, one of the Filipino coordinators for the annual Ocean Conservancy’s International Coastal Cleanup (ICC), about 23,630 bags of marine debris were collected from at least 60 provinces in the country that joined the event. It was also found that 82% of the trash were recrea-tional materials left by beachgoers.
     Other “peculiar or unusual" marine debris recovered by volunteers at the cleanup sites included: toilet bowls, basketballs, combs, travelling bags, floor-mats, intrauterine devices (IUD), school bags, shavers, toothbrushes, toothpaste tubes, and umbrellas.
     Such pollution, according to Reyes, contributes to the global pollution problem that affects the oceans and inland waterways. “If improperly disposed, garbage will bring health and safety hazards to people and surroundings," he said.
     The efforts of about 74,493 Fili-pino volunteers to clean up waters are part of Ocean Conservancy’s ICC project, which is “the world’s largest volunteer effort to clean up the envi-ronment which is conducted every third Saturday of September of each year." For its 24th year, nearly 500,000 volunteers in 108 countries around the world joined the ICC initiative. The Philippines placed second in the most number of volun-teers, next only to the United States.
     Among the “most heartbreaking tallies" is usually the number of dead and entangled sea creatures as a result of pollution. Fortunately, no such death was recorded in the Philippines during the clean-up effort.
     However, Reyes said, most of the debris collected in the country were plastic materials, particularly “sando bags"— flimsy carrying bags of thin plastic that are omnipresent in shops and markets. Given the texture of the plastic, “sando bags" easily tear and are often ingested by turtles since they mistake them for jellyfish. Many marine mammals, sea turtles, sea-birds, and other animals are sickened, injured, or killed because of encounters with dangerous items left in the sea.

       The Philippines, being an archi-pelagic country, is blessed with diverse water resources, including inland freshwater (rivers, lakes, and groundwater), and marine (bay, coastal, and oceanic waters). These water systems are major factors in the country’s economic growth, with tourism playing a major role.
      The reason why waters become polluted and their natural processes disrupted despite the benefits they provide is because citizens have been “apathetic" to their duty to save the environment, said Reyes. Aside from people's indifference, local governments are also not fit to pro-tect the environment.
      In a statement, Ocean Conser-vancy explained that public health is not the only casualty when ocean ecosystems are harmed by trash. “Coastal economies lose hundreds of millions of dollars because dissatis-fied beachgoers pack up and take their tourism dollars with them," it said. 

      If the people start to change their behavior towards saving Mother Nature, then there is a big chance that the beauty of marine life will be preserved, Reyes said. "After all, garbage doesn't fall from heavens. It’s produced by the people," he added.   (
SINGAPORE: BIG DOUBLE BET
ON CASINOS AND IRs

[AS: 6.4.10] - THE first of Singapore’s two super-casinos, the US$4.5 billion Resorts World Sentosa, flung open its doors on the auspicious first day of the Chinese New Year, 14 February. The US$5.5 billion Marina Bay Sands follows on 27 April.
   Setting aside its deep-seated puritanical instincts, Singapore’s ruling People’s Action Party has made a big double bet. 
    Firstly, that the casinos will attract enough punters to allow the operators, Malaysia’s Genting and America’s Las Vegas Sands, to recoup their massive investments and boost the wider Singapore’s economy through tourism. And secondly, that the casinos can thrive without leading to an increase in prostitution, addiction and organized crime, the sort of problems that tend to pro-liferate around gaming houses in Asia. At stake is Singa-pore’s carefully cultivated image as a safe and orderly commercial hub and the domestic credibility of a government that claims legitimacy from always knowing best. 
   The government’s decision to legalize casino gambling in 2005 sparked a rare public debate. Its rationale was economic, with Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong saying that he wanted to give Singapore the “buzz” to ensure that tourists and expatriates keep coming.

   The two casinos are crucial to the government’s target to attract 17 million visitors by 2015, up from the 9.7 million tourists last year, according to the Singapore Tourist Board.
   Having euphemistically dubbed the casinos “IRs” (integrated resorts), the government hopes that, in time, the attached hotels, restaurants and theme parks will generate the bulk of the revenue, reducing Singapore’s dependence on the pure gambling take. 
   On the social front, the government has banned more than 29,000 Singaporean bankrupts and those receiving state benefits from entering the casinos and has tried to convince families of gambling addicts to have them excluded. It has insisted that local people pay a hefty entry fee of 100 Singapore dollars (US$71) a day, or 2,000 Singapore dollars a year, to make them think twice before heading to the baccarat tables or slot machines. 
   Credit Suisse recently suggested that the levy may be putting off many locals, depriving the country of casual gamblers. Credit Suisse is among the bears on Singa-pore’s casino industry. Market expectations for 2010 casino revenue range from US$3 to 6 billion, Credit Suisse is projecting US$2.6 billion. 
   As for finance, the challenge appears to be tough. “My concern is they overspent on the two integrated resorts,” said Ronald Tan, a Singaporean gaming consultant, in an interview with the state-controlled Straits Times news-paper. “Instead of allowing both casinos to open in a more relaxed way during the first few years, the IRs are now under tremendous pressure [to make profits].”    (
THAILAND: HAZE A MENACE
IN THE NORTH

[BP: 7.3.10; 20.3.10; 21.3.10; TN: 17.3.10; CM-N: April 2010] – TOWARDS the end of each winter, a silent and stealthy enemy arrives in the North of Thailand: a pall of pollution that smothers the city and its surrounds like a toxic blanket. It is a foe that has grown more menacing by the year, as dust and smoke have combined with other noxious gases to form a dangerous atmospheric cocktail. 
   The region's smog problem is not new. People have been burning forests for centuries to clear the way for farmland and to boost the yield of crops. But modern development has considerably compounded the problem. As forests have dwindled carbon dioxide levels have risen, industry and agriculture have mushroomed along with pesticides and emissions, vehicles on the road have increased in tandem with traffic fumes, and the invention of plastic has added a particularly poisonous element to the burning of waste.

   In 2007, smog reached such a critical level that northern Thailand made it onto BBC news, and this year in March, there was a warning message on twitter to anyone visiting Chiang Mai, saying: "Smog is getting worse. Bad air everywhere. Bring sunglasses and face mask if you have to go there." 

   The writer was not exaggerating. A dangerous situation had developed in Chiang Mai and in provinces throughout the North. It was so bad in Mae Hong Son that a state of disaster was declared in every district. Over 12,000 people sought help for respiratory distress and eye in-flammation. The level of particulate matter (PM10) soared above the safety level of 120 - reaching 518.5 microgrammes per cubic metre, the highest ever recorded in the province. These tiny particles with a size of less than 10 micrometres can easily enter the lungs, prompting doctors to warn people to wear face masks when outdoors. Predictably, flights to Mae Hong Son had to be suspended because of the poor visibility and tourists stayed away. 
   Residents in Chiang Mai are getting angry, saying it is the same story every year, politicians and city officials just talk, while the haze is getting worse. One tuk tuk driver who has been driving in the city for years complained: “I’m used to pollution, but I can’t handle this. My eyes are sore, I can’t see and my throat hurts. Tourists are running away, they don’t want to come here when it’s like this… I’m losing money, my customers all complain. It’s too smokey to work.”

   Buzzwords like eco-friendly, clean air campaigns, recycling, composting, pollution hotlines, healthy food fairs, etc. are used in abundance, with little prospect for positive change. 
   Not long ago, another public campaign was launched, called “Our Better Chiang Mai” (Chiang Mai Eiam) which aims to improve the city’s environment and health of its residents. The Thai Health Foundation that coordinates the project is planning a series of town meetings with businessmen, academics, community leaders, officials and civic groups to map out a sus-tainable development plan for Chiang Mai.

   And yet, the haze will remain a menace as long as the government does not take decisive action, the root causes of the problem are not properly addressed, and environmental laws are not vigorously enforced. As it stands, Chiang Mai may soon lose its rank as a tourist attraction and instead gain notorious fame as a lung cancer research centre.    (
THAI TOURISM DEVASTATED
BY POLITICAL TURMOIL

[T-O: 18.4.10; AP: 19.4.10; BP: 24.4.10] - IN the 50 years since the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) and Thai Airways were founded, the country has evolved into one of the developing world's most expertly marketed travel desti-nations. It has been a magnet for jet-setters and back-packers alike, drawn by the carefully crafted image of a beautiful and gentle land where people are always smiling. The 13.5 million visitors in 2009 accounted for 6.5% of Thailand's gross domestic product, reaffirming tourism as the country's single largest foreign-exchange earner. 

   Over recent weeks, however, Thailand's image as the “Land of Smiles” has been effectively destroyed as Bangkok’s streets have been stained with blood. On 10 April, violence erupted between anti-government protes-ters (known as ‘Red Shirts’ for the colour they wear) and soldiers at Ratchadamnoen Avenue near Khao Sarn Road (Bangkok’s backpacker haven), leaving 25 dead and over 800 injured. Twelve days later, on 22 April, tou-rism was dealt another big blow, when grenades killed one person and wounded 88 on Silom Road, one of the city’s major business and tourist areas. 
   The cost of the political turmoil has yet to be tallied, but tourist arrivals are down and many charter flights hauling Chinese visitors have been canceled. According to TAT figures, there have been only 21,000 foreign arrivals a day at Suvarnabhumi Airport after 22 April, a drop from 30,000 a day. 
   The Federation of Thai Tourism said hotel occupancy in Bangkok had dropped by at least 30% for this time of the year. For hotels near the protest site at Ratchaprasong Intersection, however, the occupancy rate is zero. Some of the capital's finest hotels sent guests packing for fear of violence at their doorsteps. The Grand Hyatt Erawan and InterContinental hotels told guests they would have to leave, while The Four Seasons remained open but closed all four of its restaurants and saw its cavernous lobby empty. Ratchaprasong, that has been occupied for weeks by tens of thousands of Red Shirts, is the capital's main commercial district and home to six major shopping malls, several five-star hotels, office buildings housing many of Thailand's top local and international firms, and other businesses, most of which have completely shut down. 

   "The condition of the hotel business is now worse than the period the sector suffered from the forced closure of Suvarnabhumi Airport [in late 2008]," said Prakit China-mourphong, president of the Thai Hotels Association. It is estimated that the losses of each hotel in the Silom area are between 1 million and 3 million baht (US$31,250-93,750) per day. Hotels at the Ratchaprasong intersection are expected to lose about 3 million to 5 million baht (US$93,750- 156,250) a day. 

   The outlook for the tourism industry looks even grimmer after several countries in the wake of the Silom bombings upgraded their travel advice to their nationals to "avoid" or "reconsider" visiting Thailand.   (
2009 TOURISM SLUMP IN VIETNAM

[VTR: Q2 2010] - FIGURES released by the Vietnam National Administration of Tourism (VNAT) in January 2010 show that tourist arrivals slumped sharply by 10.9% in 2009. Over the year, arrivals fell by 10.9% year-on-year (y-o-y), to total 3.67million. This was expected, given the decline in the global tourism industry and the recession in the US, which is one of the main sources of visitors to Vietnam. In 2009, arrivals from a number of Vietnam's key markets fell. Japanese arrivals fell by 135,000, while arrivals from Taiwan, Thailand and France also declined.
   Reflecting the downturn in tourist arrivals in 2009, state-owned carrier Vietnam Airlines posted a sharp fall in profit for 2009. Total profit fell by 42% y-o-y to US$8.1mn, while revenues fell to US$1.3bn.
VIETNAM: TOURISM A NO-NO IN WORLD’S BIGGEST CAVE
[TNN: 18.4.10] - WHILE the discovery of Son Doong, the world’s largest cave to date, has spelunkers and others all excited, at least one expert is saying… no tourists for now, please.

   Nguyen Hieu, deputy director of Faculty of Geography at the Hanoi University of Science told Thanh Nien Weekly: “The cave is very far out of the way. It's totally covered in jungle, and the terrain is very difficult.” Hieu went on to say that Son Doong was an “active cave”, so it should be served for science research only, not for tou-rism. The movement of tourists in the grotto would be difficult due to its complicated terrain, and it may also destroy primary forests.” Moreover, the Son Doong cave is at the core of the Phong Nha-Ke Bang National Park, so “it needs to be preserved,” he said.
   Along with Vietnamese explorers, the British Cave Re-search Association this year returned to the world’s biggest cave in the Phong Nha-Ke Bang National Park and have made new discoveries, adding to evidence that the park deserves to be classified as a World Heritage Site for biological diversity, said Hieu, who was also a member of the cave expedition. Phong Nha-Ke Bang is already listed as a UNESCO World Heritage Site for its geological values.
   When the joint Vietnamese-British team explored the cave last year, they found that Son Doong, with a length of nearly 6.5 kms, height of 200 meters and width of 150 meters, overtakes the Deer Cave in Malaysia as the world’s largest cave found to date. It also has a large fast-flowing underground river.
   The cave is five times larger than the Phong Nha Cave, previously considered the biggest in Vietnam. “It is an amazingly huge size, and one of our most significant discoveries,” Hieu said.
   With a height of 80 meters, it is a huge stalagmite, and has been nicknamed the “Great Wall of Vietnam” by expedition members.
   Scientists also uncovered over 200 species of flora including moss, liana on cliffs and the floor of the cave, and two primary forests with camp-woods as tall as 30 meters. “The flora’s development in the special tempe-rature and humid conditions make the Son Doong cave unique,” Hieu said. Many animal footmarks and an animal skeleton were also found in the cavern. Initial surmises are that it is that of a bear.
   Son Doong was first found by a local resident, Ho Khanh, in 1991. Khanh took the team to the cave which had never been entered before by anyone including local forest dwellers.   (
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