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U.N. EXPERT SPEAKS OUT ON TOURISM IMPACTS 
[JP: 9.12.10] - AN expert of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) has called on those involved in tourism to apply the concept of sustainable development and to halt any damage caused by the tourist industry. Referring to a new study about the conservation problems at World Heritage sites, Beatrice Kaldun, consultant for culture at the office of the UNESCO regional advisor for culture in Asia and the Pacific, said: "The recent survey… reveals clearly how damaging tou-rism can be to the heritage, the environment and to the local communities who live near the sites. 

    She was speaking at a tourism symposium that was held in conjunction with the East Asia Interregional Tourism Forum (EATOF) that recently took place in Yogyakarta, Indonesia. Representatives from eight provinces in the region, comprising Gangwon (Korea), Cebu (Philippines), Tuv Aimag (Mongolia), ChiangMai (Thailand), Tottori Prefecture (Japan), Jilin (China), Yog-yakarta (Indonesia) and Sarawak (Malaysia), attended the symposium. 

   According to Kaldun, the survey concluded that a policy that blindly pursues rapid growth in tourist numbers con-tained two main fallacies. 

   "First, the impact of increased tourism activities and the pressure it puts on the sites, the people of local communi-ties, and the surrounding environment, can create an irreversible downward spiral which degrades the heritage values of some of the sites to the point where the site ceases to be valuable as a tourism resource and where further increases in tourist numbers have ever-diminishing returns," she said. "Second, the increasing profits made by the tourism industry (private sector and government) are not being used to redress the imbalance between visitor servicing and heritage conservation." 
   Kaldun said these problems exacerbate as policy plan-ners and tourism developers alike overlook the reality that increased visitor numbers require increased site mainte-nance, infrastructure and personnel. She also warned that tourism can pose risks to vulnerable members of com-munities. 

   "Experience throughout Asia and the Pacific, as well as elsewhere in the world, has also shown that the rapid and unregulated growth of tourism has been responsible for serious social dislocations including ruthless land exprop-riation of ethnic minorities," she said. 
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   She added: "The cultural heritage of Asia and the Pacific may be exotic and seductive attractions for both foreign and domestic tourists, but there are limits. The demise (of the sites) will mean not only loss of some of the most sacred and spectacular, historic and scientifically important places on Earth. It will also mean the end of the tourist industry based on theses cultural and natural resources. We are in grave danger of loving our heritage to death." 

    She urged tourism stakeholders to be aware that the present growth of tourism is unsustainable. "Applied to tourism, sustainable development means recognizing the benefits of tourism growth and also recognizing that sustaining the benefits of this growth will ultimately depend on the ability to preserve over time the very things which attract the tourists and respecting the very communities and cultural landscapes that play host to the tourists," she said. 
   "We have to engender a paradigm shift in the tourism industry itself, transforming tourism from an industry which merely exploits into an industry whose ultimate purpose and goal is the preservation of the heritage," she added.    (
BURMA: SUU KYI RELEASE REVIVES
SANCTIONS DEBATE  

 [TI: 25.11.10; FT: 18.11.10; TT: 4.11.10; BC-UK: 4.11.10] - THE release of Aung San Suu Kyi, the Burmese demo-cracy leader, has revived the prospect that the sanctions which have locked western companies, including tourism companies, out of military-ruled Burma may be lifted. American and European business organizations are now reconsidering their position, as concern grows among them that economic sanctions have benefited Asian countries that tend to turn a blind eye to the junta’s human rights abuses.

   Tami Overby, vice president for Asia at the US Cham-ber of Commerce, said, “American firms would urge the Congress and the [Obama] administration to consider easing the sanctions if Ms Suu Kyi and the opposition signal an openness to revisions in the sanctions regime.” 
   The EU Foreign Affairs Council has also met to discuss the situation in Burma following the elections and Suu Kyi’s release. The council is “assessing the possibilities for engagement” with Burma’s leadership, but also calls for “all the remaining political detainees to be released without delay,” said Council President Catherine Ashton in a 22 November statement.

   While western firms have stood on the sidelines, China, Thailand, India and Singapore and other Southeast Asian countries have not only engaged with the Burma military regime but also invested heavily, especially in primary industries and natural resources such a gas.

    “I think … that non-Asian governments will continue to hold back for the time being on any revision of sanctions policies, until they get some endorsement from Aung San Suu Kyi on the issue,” said a Bangkok-based diplomat, speaking on condition of anonymity because of the delicate subject.

   Suu Kyi has already hinted that she would be in favour of some improvement in European tourism to Burma. In an interview with the German news magazine Der Spiegel, she noted that the EU is examining its policy on tourism. “I haven’t had an opportunity to speak with the European Union about this, but it is essential that people see what is actually happening in this country,” the magazine quoted her as saying.

   Earlier, National League for Democracy (NLD) elder statesman, U Win Tin had said in an interview with the London Times that foreign tourists could now consider to put Burma on their itineraries. "We want people to come to Burma, not to help the junta, but to help the people by understanding the situation: political, economic, moral – everything," he said. But he cautioned: "To have a very big cruise ship with hundreds of tourists coming in - that's a lot of money for the regime, and so we don't like such big business."
   The new policy indicates a significant turn-around. The tourism boycott has been one of the central planks of the international campaign for democracy in Burma since 1996, which was designated by the junta as "Visit Myanmar [Burma] Year". Democracy activists described the initiative as a cynical effort to support the armed forces with foreign tourist money in the form of taxes. They also said it benefited travel companies run by the regime's cronies. "Burma will be here for many years, so tell your friends to visit us later," Ms Suu Kyi said at the time. "Visiting now is tantamount to condoning the regime."

   Following U Win Tin’s recent statements on tourism, Burma Campaign UK decided to end its call for all tourists not to visit Burma; however, the boycott will now be targeted at package and luxury tours. 
   “The more relaxed approach to tourism does not mean the problems in Burma are over and people can go on holiday there like in a normal country,” said Mark Far-maner, Director of Burma Campaign UK. “There is still no way to visit Burma without the dictatorship and their business cronies taking some of your money. Mass package tourism, staying in a luxury hotel or just lying on a beach isn’t going to help the people of Burma, but it will help the generals,” he added.   (
CAMBODIA: LITTLE PROFITS 
DESPITE TOURISM GROWTH 

[RFA: 14.11.2010] - DESPITE a large increase in foreign tourists and tourism-generated revenue, Cambodia’s poverty-stricken population is seeing very few of the profits, according to economic analysts.
   The country’s minister of tourism, Tong Khon, said recently that the number of foreign tourists visiting Cam-bodia in the first nine months of 2010 had risen nearly 15% to 1.8 million from a year ago. A recent report from the Department of Tourism said income from tourism now accounts for 10 to 12% of Cambodia’s nearly US$11 billion Gross Domestic Product (GDP). However, the country’s tourism industry is regulated in such a way that prevents the increased inflow of foreign tourist dollars from benefiting the population, according to Van Peou, president of the Cambodia-based Informal Economics.

   “The airlines, the tour bus companies, and the hotels are operated mostly by [the tourists’] fellow nationals, who are the ones to truly benefit from this increase,” Van Peou said. “The lives of local residents who deal with the tourists haven’t improved much from the growth … The only income I can see [Cambodians earning] is from the sale of admittance tickets to see temples,” he said.
   Son Chhay, a parliamentarian from the opposition Sam Rainsy Party, said that Asian tourists in particular, who make up the large majority of visitors to Cambodia, are more likely to spend their money on services linked to their home countries or that are provided by foreigners. “Whatever they spend on their trips mostly flows into the hands of the companies of their fellow countrymen, such as airfare, tour bus tickets, and restaurant and hotel bills,” he said.
   Chan Sophal, of the Association of Cambodian Economists, said very little of the nearly US$1 billion in profits from the tourist industry goes to the state. “Angkor Wat has been run and controlled by a private company,” he said, referring to the Sokimex conglomerate, which is closely linked to members of the ruling Cambodian People’s Party (CPP).
   “All the airlines belong to foreign companies. Most tour companies, hotels, and restaurants are also owned by foreigners. Therefore the income does not go to Cambo-dia,” he said.
   Workers in the tourism industry complain they have seen little gain from the increased number of visitors. “This year it’s harder for me to make money than the previous year because there are less European tourists and more competitors who quit working in the hotels to try this business,” said Ly Kitya, a motor tricycle driver in Siem Reap.
   Chan Dy, manager of the Apsara Hotel in Siem Reap, agreed that visitors are far more likely to join tour groups, to the detriment of local guides and hawkers. “Guests staying at my hotel are on the rise, but since they join tours, they don’t spend much on other things,” she said.
   A source within the Cambodian Department of Tourism said that in the first nine months of the year, more than 400,000 travelers arrived via flights to Phnom Penh International Airport and nearly 500,000 to Siem Reap Airport—increases of 11% and 17% from 2009, respect-tively. The department expects the number of tourists to reach 2.4 million by the end of 2010, up from 2.1 million the year before.
   During his speech on 27 September commemorating World Tourism Day, Cambodian Prime Minister Hun Sen pledged to “continue to accelerate [tourism] sector activity in order to help develop socio-economically and work towards achieving the United Nations Millennium Deve-lopment Goals.” The goal to be achieved by 2015 in-cludes, among other objectives, eradicating extreme poverty. But if this goal can be achieved through tourism, as it presently operates, is highly questionable.   (

VOLCANO ERUPTION AFFECTS INDO-
NESIA’S ENVIRONMENT, TOURISM

 [X-N: 30.11.10; TTG-A: 3-9.12.10; R-N: 16.12.10] - THE recent eruption of Merapi volcano in Indonesia's Central Java province has not only claimed more than 350 lives and made nearly 400,000 refugees. It has also damaged the biodiversity in protected forests around the volcano and several tourist destinations located near the volcano.

   An official supervising the Merapi forest conservatory said that string of eruptions that had been going on since late October this year has damaged 43% of the con-served forest covering an area of 6,410 hectares in Sleman, Boyolali and Magelang regencies in Central Java. The total cost from the damage in the Merapi Con-servancy Forest is estimated to reach US$ 610 million.

   "That estimation was excluding the cost from the damage of 10 hectares of research forest located near the volcano," Tri Prasetyo, head of Merapi Conservatory Forest said. Due to the damage in the forests, Tri said that villagers around the volcano are facing imminent danger from landslide and flash floods. "The scorched trees in that damaged area can no longer withhold the soil or massive water from floods. It is actually the secondary impact from the volcano eruption," Tri reported. He added it would be very dangerous to rehabilitate the conserved forest area as long as an alert status was imposed on the volcano by the authority.  
    Volcanic activities on Java since end-October have also taken a heavy toll on the tourism industry. The Merapi eruption closed the Yogyakarta airport for two weeks due to volcanic ashfall and even forced cancella-tion of international flights to Indonesia's capital of Jakarta. As a result, tourist numbers in Yogyakarta fell as much as 70%. Mount Bromo’s eruption has made tourism recovery prospects look even bleaker. Not enough, the Indonesian volcanic authority has issued a “yellow alert” on increasing activity of seven other volcanoes in Sumatera and Java. 
    Alfa Ariantours managing director Yanto Sudjianto said: “Java’s two tourist icons – Mount Bromo and Borobudur – cannot be visited. Travellers are waiting to see what hap-pens before making new bookings.” The eruptions and the closure of the airport had also dented the side-trip market from Bali, said Sudjianto. 
   Meanwhile, local tour operators are trying to cash in on ‘disaster tourism’ as Indonesia lies along the Pacific Rim of Fire and suffers from frequent natural disasters such as earthquakes, tsunami and volcanic eruptions. In Yogya-karta, for example, tour agencies are now courting tourists interested in viewing the results of Mount Merapi’s eruption, adding withered vegetation, buried villages, rivers choked with volcanic ash and refugee camps to the tour programme.

   "In the new volcano tour package, we'll take customers to explore the closest village to the peak and see how bad the devastation is," said Edwin Ismedi Hinma of the local tour agencies association. "Then we'll take them to a river to watch cold lahar flood past," he added, referring to volcanic debris flows.   (
LIFE ON THE MENTAWEI ISLANDS – DISPLACED, ROBBED AND WASHED AWAY 

[TG: 16.11.10] – THE Mentawai Islands are internationally known as a surfers’ paradise. But after a five-metre high tsunami recently ripped through the Indonesian island chain, reports spread that this was just another blow for a long-marginalized community.
   “It sounded like a jet engine on take off. We were 600 metres away from the village when it came, and we still couldn’t hear ourselves think,” Jasmen Samaloisa, a villager of Muntei Baru Baru, was quoted as saying. His family was one of the few to escape to the hills after a 7.1 magnitude earthquake rocked the Indonesian island chain on 25 October. The 
ravelers-wide wall of water that followed the quake tore apart his village of thatched houses, killing 112 out of 154 residents, including five of Jasmen’s extended family.

   It took Jakarta and the provincial government in West Sumatra nearly a week to deliver aid to the ruined com-munities on the islands, about 150km off the West Suma-tran coast; 454 residents had died, 54 were missing and more than 18,000 were homeless.

   Critics of the government’s emergency response said it was typical of the way Mentawais communities have been sidelined by powerful vested interests ever since dictator Suharto’s New Order era. Activists and community lea-ders make it clear that there was a Suharto-backed policy of “modernizing the Mentawai” and forcibly relocating their villages from the forests to coastal areas. This created social, environmental and economic problems.

   “Since the 70s there has been widespread cultural discrimination against the Mentawai. Their cultural sym-bols, traditional meeting houses and villages were burnt by the government when they were forced to relocate,” said Frans Siahaan, a director of the rights group Yayasan Citra Mandiri.

   Behavioural change programmes were set up to teach the Mentawai to “assimilate to a developing Indonesia”. According to environmentalists these programmes really masked plans by Suharto’s family members to open the forests to Jakarta-controlled logging companies.

   Strip-logging of the islands became the norm rather than the exception. “Illegal logging is a massive problem in Indonesia only because of weak law enforcement. But in the Mentawais, we are special. We have had the military, the police, district officials and port officials all involved in illegal logging,” said Zuhi Saad, an environ-mentalist. “They have completely destroyed the forests. It is mostly secondary growth out there now.” 
   The logging interests do not build infrastructure.  They have left only track-scarred forests and an airport in Siberut that cannot be used by island residents. There are no proper roads on the islands, and sea transport between the islands is limited and dangerous, so there is no access to the two under-funded medical facilities to serve a population of about 68,000. 
   The islands have been despoiled of enormous sums in resources by the loggers, fishermen from the outside who have used dynamite to plunder the stocks of the reefs, and a famous, although unregulated, surfing tourism industry. Yet 70% of island residents live below the pover-ty line, and barely 23% make it to the end of middle school, in part because half of the children are mal-nourished, with stunted growth.   (
LAOS TO CHARGE TOURISTS US$2 
PER VISIT
[TTR-W: 3+8.12.10] – LAOS intends to collect fees from foreign 
ravelers to finance its overseas promotions, according to the business plan of the recently established Lao Tourism Marketing Board (LTMB). The surprise deci-sion by Laos to introduce a US$2 travel tax on tourists also extends to a US$1 levy on border pass 
ravelers – mainly rural traders who cross the border daily to sell agricultural goods in Laos.

   The travel tax has been approved by the LTMB as a revenue earning component and as means to attract more tourists to the land-locked country. Last year, the country welcomed almost 2 million foreign visitors. Under the new provision, they will have to pay US$2 every time they enter the country. The tax will be collected at 18 land border checkpoints and three airports in Laos – Vientiane, Luang Prabang and Pakse. No time line has been given on when collection will begin, but it should be up and running prior to Laos hosting the annual Mekong Tourism Forum in May.

   Based on a rough estimate foreign arrivals should raise slightly more than US$4 million a year, while revenue earned from border pass 
ravelers (Thais, Cambodians, Chinese, Burmese and Vietnamese citizens) could raise another US$2 to 3 million.

   According to the LTMB statements, the tax will be used to hire a European public relations agency to generate publicity through international media. It is understood that the agency will organize public relations activities to raise awareness on Laos’ mainly heritage and ecotourism attractions.

   Travel associations such as the Pacific Asia Travel Association and IATA, which represents airlines world-wide, both criticize governments for adding taxes and fees to travel costs, claiming this practice discourages travel.   (
MTF 2011 SET TO OPEN SOUTHERN
LAOS TO THE WORLD 
[eTN: 14.11.10] – THE hosting of the next Mekong Tourism Forum (MTF) on 27 and 28 May 2011 in Pakse – Champassak Province, southern Laos – is seen as an opportunity for the region to anchor itself as a tourism destination. Laos has experienced rapid tourism growth over the last decade with foreign arrivals growing from 700,000 in 2000 to 1.8 million in 2009. However, most visitors continue to concentrate in Vientiane or in Luang Prabang, the old royal city now listed as a UNESCO World Heritage site. In 2009, Luang Prabang welcomed close to 250,000 foreign travelers, while Vientiane and its province approached in 2009 the 700,000 foreign visitors mark. According to the Lao National Tourism Administration, total foreign arrivals to the country should top 3.4 million by 2015. 

   Laos tourism authorities and the Mekong Tourism Coordinating Office hope to attract some 300 participants to the MTF. “I am glad about the choice of Pakse for the next MTF. I believe this is also the role of our organization to highlight new potential destinations and provide an opportunity for the trade to discover new areas,” said Mason Florence, Director of the Mekong Tourism Coordinating Office, in charge of the event. According to data from 2008, a little more than 110,000 foreign travelers crossed into Champassak province through its two international borders. 

   For Mason Florence, Pakse’s choice is ideal to showcase how far the Greater Mekong sub-region has been able to integrate various countries into one single destination. Pakse – Laos’ third largest city – is located along the Mekong River, a few kilometers away from the border to Thailand, providing air access via Ubon Ratchathani. The city is also a major stop on the way to Central Vietnam from Thailand. Buses can now cover the distance between Pakse and Danang in six to seven hours. The road connecting Saravan (180 km east of Pakse) to Vietnam is currently under construction and once completed, it will significantly cut travel times from Pakse to Central Vietnam. 
   Champassak province is also adjacent to Cambodia, which created the “Mekong Discovery Trail.” The road from Siem Reap to the Lao border was recently enlarged and upgraded.   ( 

NOT SO BEAUTIFUL ‘PILIPINAS KAY GANDA’!
The Philippines’ new tourism brand campaign, “Pilipinas kay Ganda!”  (Philippines, So Beautiful), has triggered a heated debate. The following has been edited from a commentary by Ellen Tordesillas [GMA-N: 17.11.10]

LESS than 24 hours after “Pilipinas kay Ganda” was previewed (it was not yet the launching, Tourism Secretary Alberto Lim stressed) the accompanying site - www.beautifulpilipinas.com - was taken down because they found out that there’s an existing porn website also using the key words “beautifulpilipinas.”

   Why they didn’t find this out before the preview defies common sense. Tourism Undersecretary Vicente Romano said they have created a new website – www.tourismphilippines.com – to promote the P100 million new Philippine tourism brand that they have created.

   Anton Diaz of Awesome Planet website, who was at last Monday’s preview said, “It does not help that Beautiful Pilipinas is a double-edged branding that promotes the natural beauty of the Philippines but also insinuates we have Beautiful Filipinas (which is a porn site if you look online).” He pointed out that during last Monday’s launch, “the Pretty Young Thing group performed a sexy number for the representatives of the international community. It was not appropriate and it gave a totally wrong mental image about the campaign.”

   I was able to browse through the site Monday night before it was taken down and was horrified by the inferior quality of the articles. The writing is atrocious, the grammar, bad. Take this opening article: "The Philippines; being an archipelago, offers countless of destinations to see, adventures to experience and activities to do. The country is blessed with a rich environment…"

   There were so many senseless phrases I noticed in the short time that I browsed through the pages online. Cebu-based tour guide Bino Guerrero said whoever wrote the section on Cebu does not know Cebu because it said, “You will also see cliffs that tower above crashing surfs, virgin forests, clear rivers, mossy jungles, and cool mountain ridges”. Guerrero asked, “Where in Cebu can you find it?”

   As to the use of Tagalog to attract non-Tagalog speaking foreigners to come to the country, Romano said they tested the phrase “Pilipinas Kay Ganda” to foreigners and the reactions were good. He said by using a Tagalog phrase, the Philippine promotion would be different from that of other Asian countries like “Amazing Thailand”, Malaysia’s “Truly Asia” and others.

   There is no question about the merits of extolling the beauty of the Philippines. It is the mediocre presentation that the critics are harping about. Dennis Garcia captured the sentiments of many of us who care for this country on his Facebook page: “Somebody asked me why I’m wasting time, fussing about DOT’s ‘harmless’ slogan and feeble communications thrust. Three answers: 1) I have no tolerance for mediocrity, 2) My high expectations for the President are being eroded by idiots working for him, and 3) most important..I give a damn, it’s my country.”   ( 

PHILIPPINES: 

BORACAY STRUGGLING AGAINST ENVIRONMENTAL DETERIORATION
[MB: 13.11.10; ABS-CBN: 12.8.10] - CONCERNED govern-ment agencies have been urged to check on various resorts and hotels on Boracay Island, the Philippines’ premier holiday destination, to ensure that their waste water are not flushed directly into the sea.

   Dawnie Roa and Robert Lim Joseph, both campaigners for environment-friendly tourism and officers of the ‘Save Our Shores’ movement, recently called on the Depart-ment of Tourism (DoT) and the Department of Environ-ment and Natural Resources (DENR) to inspect various tourism establishments in Boracay for environmental compliance.

   Roa and Joseph said they had received reports that some hotels and resorts in Boracay have put up pipelines that allow their waste water to go straight to the waters, and thus polluting the waters of the island. “The govern-ment agencies concerned must immediately act on the reports to ensure that the waters of Boracay remain clean and attractive to tourists worldwide,” said Joseph, adding that tourism establishments that will be found to have practiced such violation of the environment must imme-diately be stripped of their DoT accreditation unless and until they implement proper waste water management.

   Earlier, the DENR had released a study on the ‘Tourism Carrying Capacity of Boracay Island ‘ that concluded the island was on the brink of exceeding its carrying capacity. Department of Tourism (DoT) data from 2007 to 2008 showed that Boracay hosts an average of 9,361 visitors per day. DENR Undersecretary Manuel Gerochi said ensuring sustainable development was imperative with more tourists flocking to the island. "With this study, it is evident that we cannot go on our ‘business-as-usual’ attitude; we have to do something to address these findings."
   In August, local officials, villagers and resort owners in Boracay protested against a major reclamation project that would expand the Caticlan Jetty Port. Opponents said the project would cover 40 hectares of Barangay Caticlan's coastline, and the provincial government had also plans to build a hotel and a yacht club within the reclamation area. Malay Vice-Mayor Ceciron Cawaling, who led the protest, said the project, which was approved by the Aklan provincial government, without proper consultation with local residents and resort owners. Worried that the reclamation project will have severe environmental impacts on the coastline and marine life around Boracay, the protesters urged President Benigno "Noynoy" Aquino III to intervene.   (
THAILAND: NEW WAVE OF PROBLEMS HITS TSUNAMI-DEVASTATED ISLAND
[BP: 13.12.10] - ON 26 December, a remembrance cere-mony will be held on Phi Phi Island to mark the sixth anniversary of the tsunami that killed thousands in Thailand and almost 250,000 people in other countries with coasts on the Indian Ocean.

   Almost six years after the 2004 tragedy, the resort island off Krabi is bustling again with tourists, but local people complain that development on the island is out of control, with unregulated expansion of resort and residential areas, and crime, drugs and pollution rife.

   Some locals had hoped the tsunami would sweep away all the vice, but that has not been the case. Sa-ngad Prabdin, an imam at a Phi Phi mosque, said the island had a waste water problem that had destroyed coral reefs. Moreover, drug abuse was rampant as traffickers targeted tourists and local teenagers. He also complained that entertainment venues were making an awful racket at night, and that garbage was being left behind by tourists who visit popular diving sites off the island.

   "Without proper regulation by the state, I believe Phi Phi will become what it used to be before the tsunami," Mr Sa-ngad said. "Why can't the tragedy prick people's consciences?"

   Island resident Sumit Mankong likened Phi Phi to a rudderless boat drifting aimlessly. He said it was badly in need of clear and systematic development plans. ”We fail to make use of our resources in a balanced manner," he said, adding local agencies alone were unable to deal with the situation.
   Wiphanee Bunlom, a nurse at the only community medical unit on the island, said the unit, with only five beds, one doctor and five nurses, was too small to handle the demand - particularly during the high tourist season, when up to 100 people visited per day. "The unit needs to be upgraded to a hospital. A doctor now has to work almost 24 hours a day," the nurse said.

   Chuan Phukhaolung, the Krabi governor's adviser on policy and development, said active cooperation from locals was the key to tackling the problems facing the island.   (
CONSUMERS CALLED TO TURN TO
‘GREEN’ HOTELS DURING FESTIVE SEASON
P

arties, travel and meetings await many of us during Christ-mas and New Year holidays – and, inevitably, we will leave behind a sizeable carbon footprint. Festive seasons increase the consumption of catering and lodging services. This brings about negative consequences, such as the generation of large amounts of leftover food and non-bio-degradable waste, and a high volume of energy use - all of which damages the environment.
   Thailand’s Green Leaf Foundation, a business-oriented organization pro-moting environmentally-friendly tou-rism, recommends that holiday-makers and partygoers stay and ce-lebrate at ‘green’ hotels and resorts. The term refers to those estab-lishments officially certified by the Green Leaf Foundation. The resorts and hotels are recognized for recyc-ling consumer items to reduce waste, saving water and energy, and pro-viding locally grown and seasonal ingredients on their menus.

   Chirapol Sintunawa, the founda-tion's executive, said that to obtain the certification, catering and lodging businesses must meet 18 environ-mental and management standards covering the efficient use of energy and other resources. "For example, we require that they stop the use of paper napkins and opt for recycled cloth materials," he said. This mea-sure not only reduces paper waste but also enables food waste to be recycled as animal feed because inedible items such as paper napkins and toothpicks are no longer found among the leftovers, he added.

   Certified hotels are also required to reduce their generation of food left-overs to cut the methane emissions created when waste is contained by being kept in plastic bags for long periods of time. Methane is about 20 times more powerful as a green-house gas than carbon dioxide, he said. 
   "These Green Leaf-certified hotels have significantly cut bio-waste. Every kilogramme of food waste they reduce results in a decline of two kilo-grammes of methane emissions," Chirapol said.
   By refraining from serving custom-mers non-local and non-seasonal food products, these hotels also help lower the carbon footprint caused by transportation.

   As hotels also cater for business meetings, weddings and other events, green certification requires the use of bulk dispensers rather than pre-packing for items ranging from food such as sugar to sanitation items including soap. Bulk dispen-sers mean there is no longer any dumping of unused portions, and waste is reduced.

   Chirapol said the reduction in the generation of non-biodegradable wastes, such as plastic, will have a big positive impact on the environ-ment.

   According to statistics from the Pollution Control Department, 15 million tones of waste was generated nationwide in 2008. However, only 23% of that was recycled or reused. The rest went directly to landfills. 

   Green hotels and resorts also consume less electricity than other establishments. Opting for power-saving light bulbs and air condi-tioners, together with effective power use planning, has helped many hotels cut their electricity consump-tion by more than half the amount they used prior to receiving their green certificates, Chirapol said.

   Another green initiative involves hotel swimming pools, where more environmentally friendly salt is used instead of chlorine.

   "Our standards are even stricter that those imposed in many western countries," Mr Chirapol said.
   The Green Leaf initiative is helpful for the start. But unfortunately, only about 180 hotels and resorts in the whole of Thailand have so far re-ceived the certificate, which needs to be renewed every two years. Most other businesses continue their efforts to lure us into conspicuous and unsustainable consumption, particularly during the festive season. [BP: 10.12.10; GLF-website]   (
VIETNAM BEACH BRISTLES OVER ‘BOTTOM-RATED’ RANKING 

 [DPA: 30.11.10] - WHEN National Geographic recently advised tourists to avoid Vietnam's Nha Trang Beach, local officials were taken aback that the fast-growing destination, marketed as pristine, could be knocked for its very popularity. One Nha Trang leader even suggested an unflattering photo of a crowded, hazy beach had been mislabelled in the November-December issue of National Geographic traveller magazine. 

   'What time was that picture taken and what proves that it is Nha Trang Beach?' Le Xuan Than, vice chairman of the People's Committee in the central province of Khanh Hoa, which includes the beach, asked Vietnamese media. 

   The photo led a slide show on the National Geographic website labelled 'Worst Beach Destinations Rated.' The list also included some of the world's most crowded beaches and oil-stained stretches of the US coast on the Gulf of Mexico. 
   As Vietnam moves toward a market economy, the country is aggressively pursuing tourist dollars by building up resort destinations like Nha Trang and has recently been opening casinos elsewhere. Nha Trang's growth has been spectacular, too much so, critics say. The popular resort's natural beauty is “fast becoming ruined by rampant commercial development,” one anonymous panelist commented in the survey compiled by the National Geographic Society's Center for Sustainable Development. 
   The rankings were based on the opinions of 340 experts who judged 99 popular beaches worldwide on criteria including environmental quality, cultural integrity, the condition of historic buildings and archaeological sites, aesthetic appeal and the outlook for the future. 

   A nearby Cham temple was ”not adequately protected from overcrowding by tourists and lacks adequate facili-ties such as rest-rooms,” the panelist continued. “The once-nice beaches are packed with hotels and bars. I would not return.” 
   Although routinely described as ‘pristine’ by publicists, the one-time fishing village now boasts about 400 hotels and guesthouses - five times the number it had five years ago, said Truong Dang Tuyen, director of the province's department for tourism. 
   Nha Trang's attractions include an amusement park and a skyway that whisks visitors to the island home of the Vinpearl resort. Now that Vietnam is getting into the gambling business, could a casino be next? 
   “This is not our authority but the [national] govern-ment's,” Tuyen said.   (
RESORT PROJECTS OUT OF CONTROL 

[VNA: 3.12.10] - FIVE years ago, there were only a few resorts in Vietnam, such as the Mui Ne Domaine, the Nam Hai in central Binh Thuan Province, or the Indochina Riverside Tower in central city of Da Nang, as well as some others in the beach cities of Nha Trang and Vung Tau. These projects were all foreign-invested. Starting in 2009, however, domestic companies started getting into the act.

   A recently published report by property consultant CB Richard Ellis (CBRE) said there were 46 launched projects and 14 pipeline projects in Vietnam. By the third quarter of the year, nearly 12,000 villas and condominium units were supplied to the market.

   CBRE Viet Nam general director Marc Townsend described the development wave as a ‘tsunami’. "At that moment, investors can get a lot out of investing in this market," said Truong. "There's cheap land prices, low investment costs, and a cheap labour force."

   But Truong acknowledged that resort projects were mushrooming out of control and were being developed without standards – explaining why the Ministry of Planning and Investment recently ordered local governments to more closely inspect resort projects.

   "The number of tourism companies coming to Vietnam keeps increasing over the years… Vietnam still has a lot of potential to develop resorts," commented Nguyen Thanh Trung, director of Archi Land Viet Nam, one of the local companies investing in the resort market. 

   But former Deputy Minister of Natural Resources and Environment Dang Hung Vo urged caution. “It is true that demand of tourists is increasing, but I don't think tourists are competing with each other to get to resorts to relax," he said. "This demand just doesn't justify such a hot market."
   Vo also predicted that a lot of registered projects would never get off the ground, claiming that many investors register simply to secure land use rights. "The overheated development of the market is virtual. It isn't real," he said.
   Unfortunately, the go-go atmosphere in the resort market will have far-reaching environmental consequences.   (
Special Report
YUNNAN/CHINA: TROUBLE IN SHANGRI-LA

This is an edited version of an article by Phurbu Thinley for Phayul [29.11.2010]
T

he Chinese government re-cently said it had helped move some 6000 Tibetan herders from 1300 nomadic families in Shangri-la (Tib: Gyalthang), County of Deqen (Tib: Dechen), Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture in Yunnan Province into fixed settlement homes under a government-led programme, Chinese news media reported, a controversial practice rights groups say has been marked by gross abuses. 
   The so-called Shangri-la County had constructed 2,135 sets of dwel-ling houses over the period of 2009-2010, reported China’s online Tibet news service. The report said that 111,780,900 yuan will be spent to move 6,000 Tibetan nomadic herders of 1,300 families to move into new fixed settlement houses within this year. Traditionally known to Tibetans as Gyalthang, the county was for-merly named Zongdian County by the Chinese government. In 2001, Chi-nese authorities renamed the county after the fictional land of Shangri-la in the 1933 James Hilton novel Lost Horizon, in an effort to promote tourism in the area. 
   The Chinese policy of resettling Tibetan nomads and herders into so-called “modern way of living” in permanent concrete houses has raised concerns from rights groups and Tibet observers. Tibet observers and, Chinese and foreign ecologists say resettlement could exacerbate poverty and family breakdowns, and land erosion from intensive grazing by fenced-in animals.
   In 2006, the Chinese government started a five-year housing project aimed at resettling farmers and nomadic herders in the Tibetan nomadic areas into "permanent brick homes". Once finished, Chinese state media reported at the time, it would mean housing for 80% of the region's farmers and herders by the end of 2010.
   China calls the project the "comfort-table housing program," and its stated aim is to present a more modern face for Tibet, which China has controlled since 1950 after sending troops to occupy the region.
   It claims that the new housing on main roads, sometimes only a mile from previous homes, will enable small farmers and herders to have access to schools and jobs, as well as for the sake of ecological conser-vation and for the health of the farmers and herders.
   Saying Tibet has been experien-cing double-digit economic growth over the years, China claims Tibetan farmers and herds people are the “beneficiaries of the economic deve-lopment under China". Independent reports, however, show otherwise. China’s broader aim seems to be remaking Tibet - a region with its own culture, language and religious tradi-tions - in order to have firmer political control over its population. 
   Forceful resettlement of nomadic Tibetans in the so-called ‘Tibet Autonomous Region’ (TAR) and in adjacent ethnic Tibetan areas of Sichuan, Gansu and Qinghai pro-vinces, and now Yunnan, actually began way back in 2000 and have taken place more intensively since 2003. Observers say the massive mass relocation is linked to Beijing's effort, launched in 1999, to develop China's poor, restive West and bind it to the bustling East. Since then, human rights groups say, China has also been forcing nomadic Tibetan herders to settle in towns to clear land for development, while leaving many unable to earn a living.
   To prepare for an influx of millions of tourists in the run-up to the 2008 Beijing Olympic Games, the resettle-ment drive was more vigorously implemented across the Tibetan plateau. Ahead of the Beijing Olym-pics, Chinese state media reported of increasing relocation of nomadic herdsmen in Qinghai, Sichuan and Gansu provinces and the Tibet Autonomous Region (TAR) into fixed residences, but said they were done so to help protect the environment and boost their living standards. 
   Between 2006 and 2007 alone, Chinese government relocated some 250,000 Tibetan farmers and her-ders, nearly one-tenth of the popu-lation, to resettle to new ‘socialist villages’ from scattered rural hamlets. Reports show they were often ordered to build new housing largely at their own expense and without their consent. In doing so, these Tibetan nomads have been forced to abandon their traditional lifestyles with many driven to frustration and despair, unable to cope up with the pressures of earning their livelihood through means alien to their tradi-tions and upbringing.   (
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