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THE REGION

BIG MONEY TO FLOW DOWN THE MEKONG

[South China Morning Post: 19.2.04] – DEALS are now being struck all around Thailand’s northernmost province Chiang Rai, formerly famous chiefly for being part of the notorious drug hub, the Golden Triangle. Investment from China is pouring into the province, following the launch of a free-trade area pact between the two countries covering fruit and vegetables, and the conclusion of a controversial Chinese-led operation to blast underwater rocks and reefs in the Mekong River to allow the passage of large ships.

   The Thai government is preparing to inject billions of baht into infrastructure projects to boost tourism and trade in the upper Mekong basin area. Chiang Rai deputy governor Sriprom Homyog said plans are well under way for a second river port in Chiang Saen, the small tourist town close to the Golden Triangle from which you can gaze across the Mekong to Burma and Laos, and from where the tip of China’s southernmost Yunnan province is also just a stone’s throw away.

   More than 3,000 Chinese boats are expected to arrive at the existing port this year, up from fewer than 1,000 in 2003. “The new port will accommodate vessels with a gross weight of 500 tonnes,” says Mr. Sriprom. “The current facility’s two terminals can only handle vessels up to 120 tonnes.”

  “We are excited. Chiang Rai has been chosen as the core province in the north to spearhead border trade in the region. Apart from the port, we are looking at a road that will link Chiang Rai and Jinghong, in Yunnan, passing through Burma.”

   A bridge across the Mekong in the area was also under consideration, as well as another road, which would connect Chiang Khong, another riverside town in Chiang Rai, with Luang Nam Tha in Laos and on to China. In addition, a US$500,000 investment had been earmarked for 410km of new railway tracks, from the central province of Phitsanulok via Chiang Mai to Chiang Khong.

   Meanwhile, dozens of big corporations from Yunnan have announced plans to develop an industrial estate in Chiang Rai to accommodate the trade boom. Yunnan governor Xu Rongkai visited the province in December, and said the investment, which would be “huge”, was part of China’s commitment to enhancing cooperation within the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS), a body established in 1992 to facilitate trade and development between China. Thailand, Cambodia, Laos, Burma and Vietnam.

   The blasting of the Mekong has cut the journey between China and Thailand for big ships to around a day. Before, it took more than a week to sail the 1,500km from Guangdong province to Thailand. 

   But the destruction of 11 big rapids and rocky outcrops along the 5,594km river – nine in Laos, one near the China-Burma border and one in Thailand – carried out over the past year, has aroused as much controversy among environmentalists, farmers and fishermen as it has optimism amongst traders. China has invested millions of dollars in the blasting, which was done with cooperation of Thailand and Laos.

   “The Environmental Impact Assessment, which concluded the blasting would have little effect, was a joke,” said Premrudee Daoroung, a spokesperson for the Bangkok-based NGO Towards Ecological Recovery Regional Alliance (TERRA). “The river’s ecology and flow have been irrevocably changed.”

   Joern Kristensen, chief executive of the Mekong River Commission, said China had repeatedly refused invitations to join the body, which comprises members from Thailand, Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam. “China, like other giant countries, are reluctant to engage in multilateral cooperation,” he said.

   Following the outcry the blasting provoked, China has agreed to postpone a second phase of the project, in which a further 51 reefs would be destroyed. But ecological problems caused by the blasting of rapids are likely to pale beside the damage a planned series of massive dams would cause. 

   According to Rivers Watch East and Southeast Asia, a network of NGOs and grassroots groups, water levels in the Mekong are “drastically” lower than normal, and the group blames two dams built by China in the river’s upstream reaches to generate hydroelectric power.

   The river, known as the Lancang Jiang in China, had no dams until 1995, when China began building the 1,500 megawatt Manwan and then the 1,350 megawatt Dachaoshan dam. Construction is about to begin on a third, the 4,200 megawatt Xiaowan dam, which will be one of the highest in the world at 292 metres.   (   

ASEAN WORKING FOR THE RECOVERY OF TOURISM 

[Bangkok Post: 9.1.04; Vietnam News Agency: 28.1.04; Lao News Agency (KPL): 2.2.04; 3.2.04; 5.2.04) – THE 2004 ASEAN Tourism Forum (ATF) was hosted by the Lao government in Vientiane from 30 January to 7 February. The main objective of this ATF was to pro-mote the Association of South-East Asian Nations (ASEAN) region as one tourist destination. 

   The ATF involves all the tourism industry sectors of the 10 member nations of ASEAN: Brunei, Burma, Cambodia, Indonesia, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam. For this event, Laos built a new conference centre, and its tourism sector upgraded more than 70 hotels and restaurants.

   Speaking at the opening ceremony, the Lao Prime Minister Boun-nhang Vorachit said, “ASEAN is endowed with rich natural resources and a history of prosperous civilizations and monuments. These features exist today as attractive tourism resources, making ASEAN one of the most desirable destinations in Asia. Thanks to excellent co-operation, we have seen the number of tourist arrivals in ASEAN increase to 43 million - about 25 per cent of the total number of tourists visiting the entire Asia-Pacific region.”

   Given the number of negative developments such as wars, terrorism, SARS and now the outbreak of bird flu, all of which has negatively affected the international tourism industry, Boun-nhang pointed out,  “The ASEAN Tourism Forum is a golden opportunity for ASEAN countries to promote themselves as peaceful, healthy and stable.”

   The 21st meeting of the Task Force on ASEAN tourism marketing was part of the ATF and chaired by Mr. Sheikh Jamaluddin Sheikh Mohamad, Director General of Brunei Tourism. ASEAN tourism officials here agreed to enhance co-operation with China, Japan, Korea, other countries and regions as well as the media in promoting ASEAN as a tourist region. However, the Chairman highlighted the difference between the 1992 Visit ASEAN Year and the current Visit ASEAN Campaign (VAC), of which the latter is a continuous event to promote the region. 

  The ASEAN tourism ministers issued the 'Vientiane Declaration on Enhancing ASEAN Tourism Cooperation', welcoming the decision of the ASEAN leaders to continue to regard tourism development as a key factor in promoting regional peace and economic stability. They were also pleased with the efforts by ASEAN with China, Japan and Korea in cooperation with relevant international organizations to limit the impact of terrorism and outbreak of SARS.   

   Moreover, the ministers expressed appreciation for the progress made by affected countries in controlling the spread of diseases and ASEAN’s policy of putting first and foremost the safety of travellers to the region. They agreed that ASEAN member countries should remain committed to more stringent surveillance and effective response systems, improved research and development capabilities, and sharing of information and technology.

   Just before the ASEAN tourism event in Vientiane began, the US State Department had issued a new warning of increased security concerns in Laos because of deadly, politically motivated assaults against markets and buses.  Most victims of such attacks have been Lao but casualties have also involved foreign tourists and businessmen. Gangs occasionally attack passenger buses plying quiet, winding roads - robbing, killing and escaping with relative ease. Other assaults involve small explosions in crowded outdoor markets, killing and maiming passersby.

   "More attacks could occur," the US State Department said. "Provinces that are most prominent in reports of attacks are Xieng Khouang, Luang Prabang, Houaphan, Sayaboury, Saysomboun Special Zone and north of Vang Vieng in Vientiane province."   ( 


‘PACT’ TO FIGHT BIRD FLU AND OTHER CRISES

[Pacific Asia Travel Association (PATA): 17.2.04; Asia Times Online: 18.2.04; The Nation: 4.2.04; Voice of Vietnam: 8.2.04]  - A NEW industry-wide task force has been established to counter threats to travel and tourism, including the recent outbreak of bird flu, in the Asia-Pacific region. Called the Pacific Asia Coalition for Travel, or PACT, the task force is being driven by the Pacific Asia Travel Association (PATA).  

   PATA President and chief executive officer (CEO), Peter de Jong, said the task force had been working steadily to minimize the negative impact of bird flu on the region by liaisoning with the World Health Organization (WHO), conducting travel industry impact surveys and distributing factual information about the limited risks to travellers.

   "We now have a truly representative industry group, which can respond quickly and effectively to health alerts such as bird flu, security risks or any other crisis that could threaten travel and tourism in Asia Pacific," he said. 

   Members of PACT include national tourism offices, the International Air Transport Association, the Association of Asia Pacific Airlines, Airports Council International, the International Hotel and Restaurant Association and Abacus, plus hotel and distribution companies.

   De Jong said that PACT has two core objectives: "Our first goal is to coordinate information flows to the industry, to the media and to consumers. Truth is often the first casualty in a crisis. We need to ensure the facts are being distributed and that we, as an industry, are speaking with a united voice on the key issues," he said. "Secondly, PACT can act as a clearing house for sharing ideas and best practices in dealing with crises."

   PACT members, such as Abacus CEO, Don Birch, reported there had been no discernable decline in travel bookings as a result of bird flu. In addition, a PATA survey of global industry partners found only limited cancellations and no significant downturn in bookings. 

   However, the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) reported on 3 February that tourist arrivals, particu-larly from Asian and European Union countries were likely to drop by 20 to 30 per cent as a result of the bird-flu crisis. “About 20 per cent of tourists have cancelled package tours to Thailand in the past few days,” said Thanet Petchsuwan, the TAT’s public relations director. “The situation will cause Thailand to lose 180,000 tourists this month [February].”

   Meanwhile, Vietnam’s tourism industry – still recovering from last year’s SARS epidemic – has also seen negative effects from this year’s bird-flu outbreak. The Vietnam Administration of Tourism (VAT) announced beginning of February the impact of the epidemic on Vietnam’s tourism sector as several people had died in the country from the H5N1 strain of the virus and travel agencies either cancelled or delayed tours to Vietnam.   (
BURMA

SEVERAL PEOPLE DROWNED IN BOAT ACCIDENT AT SALONE SEA FESTIVAL 

[Democratic Voice of Burma: 18.2.04; Myanmar Times: 23.-29.2.04] – THE Oslo-based Democratic Voice of Burma radio programme reported that a boat carrying passengers to Salone (Moken) sea gypsy festival organized by Burma’s tourism authority near the Mergui Archipelago in southern Burma sunk on 16 February drowning at least five passengers who are mainly women and children. The boat sank in an undisclosed location in the Andaman Sea near Lampi Island, about 400 miles southeast of Rangoon. About ten of the 46 people on board the sunken vessel were rescued and the rest are missing and assumed dead.

   Before the festival, the sea gypsies were reportedly rounded up and detained on designated islands by Burmese soldiers who forced them to perform for tourists, and the local Burmese living along the Andaman Coast were told by authorities to attend the festival to bolster audience numbers. Local people say that the accident occurred because boat owners carried more passengers than the capacity of their boats. 

   The English-language newspaper Myanmar Times (MT) that covered in detail the Salone sea gypsy festival as a promotional event did not mention these incidents at all. One article in the edition of 23-29 February, entitled ‘Tourists descend on Salone Festival’ carries a photo showing a Salon (Moken) woman dancing on the shore of a Moken village and reads: 

   “U Jo Kene, a dark, handsome Salone man with an easy air of authority, has never seen anything like this on the archipelago he calls home. A leader of the Salone, or Moken ‘sea gypsies’ who inhabit the Myeik region, U Jo Kene acted as a liaison between his people and the Ministry of Hotels and Tourism before and during the first annual Salone Festival. More than 100 tourists from all over the globe descended on one of the archipelago’s 800 islands to observe, explore and, most of all, take photos, during the festival, from February 14 to 17.”

   The article further reports, “A five-hour boat ride from the nearest small town, Bocho Island still serves more as a home to its native population than an escape for adventure-seeking tourists. Ma Kyone Galet Village sits on this densely forested oasis, temporary home to dozens of nomadic Moken. The Salone Festival was held on the village shoreline, accessible by boat from Kawthaung in Myanmar [Burma] and Ranong in Thailand.”

   In the same MT edition, another article informs about the Burmese government’s intention to promote the Myeik Archipelago as a major tourist destination and its invitation to foreigners to invest in the area. Speaking at the Salone Festival, the deputy minister of hotels and tourism, Brigadier-General Aye Myint Kyu was quoted as saying, “We would like to invite any investor to look around the islands.” 

   The MT goes on to explain: “The Myeik archipelago comprises more than 800 pristine islands spread over 14,000 square miles. The forested, coral-fringed islands teem with wildlife and are almost completely devoid of tourist facilities. The largely uninhabited islands are home to a small number of Salone people, who are also known as Moken or ‘Sea Gypsies.’ … Access to the islands was closed to foreign tourists from the late 1940s until 1997. Today, 43 tour operators, mostly live-aboard diving operations based on Phuket in Thailand have partial access to the area, said Daw Lai Lai Aung, a manager at the government-owned Myanmar Travels and Tours.”   (
Campaign  

For a number of years already, Burma has been subjected to a tourist boycott because the country is ruled by a brutal military dictatorship. Tourism provides the dictatorship with millions of dollars of vital revenue. Forced and child labour has been used to build tourist facilities. Aung San Suu Kyi, Burma's pro-democracy leader, has asked tourists not to visit Burma.

STA TRAVEL HIT BY STUDENT PROTESTS OVER BURMA LINKS  

[Burma Campaign-UK: 25.2.04] – THE Burma Campaign UK announced that its student network was planning a nation-wide day of action against STA Travel on Monday 1st March. STA Travel is a subsidiary of the privately owned Swiss travel giant Diethelm Keller Group, which organizes tours to Burma. Hundreds of students in beachwear and Bermuda shorts would be protesting at STA Travel offices in the United Kingdom, demanding Diethelm pull out of Burma. Students from 33 universities including London, Norwich, Cardiff and Leicester, were expected to take part.

   "STA and Diethelm are helping to keep the Burmese dictatorship in power by providing them with a vital source of income," said Beth Brockett, coordinator of the Burma Campaign student network. "STA specialize in student travel, but students are disgusted that STA is linked with Burma's brutal regime. We are calling for a boycott of STA Travel until their parent company pulls out of Burma."

   These protests are part of an ongoing campaign against STA Travel. Following the day of action, STA boycott motions are to be put before Student Unions across the UK, says the Burma Campaign’s media statement.

   Diethelm Keller has over 15,000 employees in more than 35 countries in Asia, Europe and the Americas. The company boasts that it pioneered tourism to Burma. STA are the main agent used by students with 65 university and high street branches. 

ORIENT EXPRESS CHALLENGES BRITISH GOVERNMENT POLICY ON BURMA 

[Burma Campaign-UK: 2.2.04; 25.2.04] – The Burma Campaign UK recently condemned news that Orient Express has invested in the Hosia Company of Hong Kong. Hosia owns the Pansea Hotel chain, which includes the Pansea Yangon Hotel, situated in Burma's capital. Orient Express also has an option to purchase 100 per cent of Hosia equity. Pansea Hotels is also considering building another hotel in Burma.

    "Orient Express are behaving disgracefully," said Yvette Mahon, director of the Burma Campaign UK. "By expanding their interests in Burma they will be helping to fund Burma's brutal military dictatorship."

   Orient Express already feature on the Burma Campaign UK's 'Dirty List' as they operate a 'Road to Mandalay' cruise in Burma. 

   Orient Express's decision also represents a major challenge to British government policy on Burma. The government has called on companies not to trade with Burma, and specifically called on travel companies to stay away from the country.

   However, in a debate on Burma in the House of Commons on 25 February 2004, Foreign Minister Mike O'Brien made clear that the British government’s position on Burma tourism has not changed. He said: 

  "We must be clear that the EU common position is directed at the regime and its links with various parts of the economy. One sector that I am considering is tourism. Several UK travel agencies still promote tourism to Burma. We are encouraging them to cease to do so, because many hotels and other tourism-related activities in Burma are linked to the military regime. Because there are kickbacks and investments by generals in hotels and other parts of the tourism industry, people who go on tourist trips to Burma are in a sense actively supporting the regime and enabling those generals to receive financial advantage from it. I very much hope that anyone considering such a trip will decide against it."

For more campaign news contact Mark Farmaner, Burma Campaign  Media Officer, at: 

<mark.farmaner@burmacampaign.org.uk> . 

CAMBODIA

Special Report

CAMBODIA TRYING TO ESCAPE ITS PAST

The following story is edited from a longer feature article by James Brooke [New York Times: 25.2.04]

T

ourists who take a wrong turn while driving out to the Khmer Rouge ''killing fields'' could be in for a shock. The highway passes a new water park, a new factory district, a new international school and a new golf course. Eventually, the newly repaved road ends at the beaches of Sihanoukville, where an 800-room hotel opens in June.

   "We want to flip the killing fields page to one of a normal country," a trade ministry official, Siphana Sok, said. Speaking fluent English, which he learned growing up in Washington, after escaping the Khmer Rouge as a child, he added, "We want to move on."

   A quarter-century after the Khmer Rouge communists were driven from Phnom Penh, streets here throb with market capitalism.

   "Do you want to buy 'Last Samurai'? 'Lord of the Rings?' " a vendor in a brown silk shirt appealed to an American visitor to one market, his stall stacked with pirated DVD's, selling for US$3 each. Nearby, a multicolor display of raw silk scarves drew more tourists, a vanguard of the estimated one million expected here in 2004.

   With the Khmer Rouge years reduced to sinister displays rusting in museums, Cambodia is solidly on the map of mainstream Asian tourism. With the temple complex of Angkor as the main draw, Cam-bodia recently won new international airline flights and new international hotels.

   "Just eight years ago, there were only a few hotels," said Thim So Thea, a guide in Siem Reap, gate-way city for the Angkor complex. "Now there are more than 60 hotels and more than 100 guesthouses." Passing a man ferrying a pig to market on a motorcycle, he said: "Look, tourism provides a lot of jobs for the Cambodian people."

   The other pillar of Cambodia's new economy, the garment industry, is cautiously expanding, despite the threat of direct competition with China next year as the United States drops most quotas on imported clothes. Propelled by these twin forces, tourism and garment manufacturing, economists forecast that Cambodia's economy will grow five per cent this year, matching last year's level.

   But Cambodia still lags behind its neighbors, Thailand and Vietnam. Last year, Vietnam's economy grew 7.3 per cent, Asia's second-fastest growth rate, after China. 

   Every year, Thailand's more-developed economy draws thou-sands of illegal migrants from Cambodia, a country where more than a third of the population of 12 million get by on less than US$1 a day.

   Ties with Thailand, the largest foreign investor here, are being patched up after anti-Thai riots a year ago caused an estimated US$55 million in damage to Thai-owned companies and the Thai Embassy. An 11-foot wall surrounding the rebuilt embassy here speaks of residual wariness about volatile nationalist feelings.

   Five years after the last Khmer Rouge were disarmed, Cambodia is one of Southeast Asia's largest aid recipients, taking in US$635 million last year. But Japan, the largest donor, is urging Cambodia to shift from public aid to private investment.

   But a big stumbling block to foreign investors has been Cambodia's political paralysis. More than six months after Cambodia's parliamentary elections in July, the prime minister, Hun Sen has been unable to form a new government. His Cambodian People's Party did not win enough seats to form a government alone, and opposition parties have refused to join him.

   Because of the deadlock, Cambodia has won an extension, until September, from the World Trade Organization to pass legislation to put Cambodia's membership into effect. Last September, in a step toward joining the global economy, Cambodia was admitted to the group.

   The political uncertainty is delaying many public and private investments. A visiting Cambodian-American engineer from a Massachusetts technology company said he would shy away from investing in Cambodia until the political outlook clears.

    Andre Ruys, the Dutch owner of an adventure travel agency, studied a map of Cambodia and lamented that many road-paving projects were stalled, losing the dry season, largely because donors are unsure of the composition of the new government.

   "The Thai military have machines ready to build bridges and pave here," he said, tracing a road run-ning east from the Thai border, parallel to the Gulf of Siam. 

   Turning to other road rehabilitation projects, west from Vietnam and south from Laos, he added: "The Vietnamese are ready to build from their border. The Chinese are ready to come down here. Every-body is ready. Only the government is not ready."   (
LAOS

THAI-LAO FRIENDSHIP BRIDGE LEADS TO INCREASE IN TOURISM

[Vietnam News Agency: 23.2.04] - THE Thai government has approved the construction of the third Thai-Lao bridge within the framework of the Economic Cooperation Strategy (ECS), with the aim of linking trade, investment, tourism, and culture in the region.

   The Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) said that the 3.3km-long, 70.75 million baht bridge will span the Huang river - a tributary of the Mekong that separates the country’s northeastern province of Loei and Sainyabuli in Laos. Construction is expected to start soon and take about a year to complete. The bridge is part of the regional transport network that will help Laos, a landlocked country, gain access to Thai ports.

   The second Thai-Lao friendship bridge, due to open in 2006, is being constructed across the lower reaches of the Mekong connecting the western Lao province of Savannakhet and Baan Song Plueay in Mukdahan. Phornsiri Manoharn, TAT deputy governor for inter-national marketing, said these bridges will go a long way towards helping tour operators open up desti-nations and build fly, drive and air packages.

   “They are a critical element in our plans to promote international and intra-regional travel,” she said. 

   The bridges would also facilitate the public bus service under planning by Transport Co. Ltd. and a transport company in Vientiane.   (
UPHILL STRUGGLE TO PRESERVE LUANG PRABANG’S CULTURAL HERITAGE

[International Press Service (IPS): 1.2.04] – LUANG PRABANG, situated between the Mekong and Namkhang rivers, from 1350 to 1975 was the capital of the "kingdom of a million elephants and the white umbrella". And today, it is one of the most famous historic cities to visit in South-east Asia.

   In selecting it for inclusion on the list of World Heritage sites in 1995, UNESCO said Luang Prabang is "an exceptional example of fusion" of traditional architecture, Laotian urban design, and the structures built by the colonial authorities in the 19th and 20th centuries.

   But with a population of just 30,000, the city is under threat from the throng of tourists, arriving on charter flights or on cruise ships travelling the Mekong from Thailand. They come to admire the 27 temples, which are still operational.

   There is a temple for every district of the city, a golden Buddha, and hundreds of ancient houses - a treasure trove of historic wealth, said the Venezuelan architect Felipe Delmont who heads the UNESCO conservation team in Luang Prabang. 

   The area currently receives some 70,000 visitors a year, which has made tourism the second leading economic activity in Luang Prabang, considered sacred among Buddhists. 

   Set in northern Laos, in a mountainous area, it was for centuries a relatively unknown city, which helped preserve not only the buildings but also the almost medieval lifestyle of its inhabitants, most of whom are farmers or fisherfolk, said Delmont. The Venezuelan architect added that for the local residents, "the concept of heritage is something alive and endless, something linked to daily life."

   The first phase of the conservation effort consisted of taking an inventory of the structures to be protected. To date, of the 160 temples and houses selected, 10 have been restored. In addition, official ordinances were drafted to regulate future construction, and the experts are currently finishing up a plan for the city's roads.

   "Traffic in Luang Prabang is mostly bicycles, and there's a motorcycle here and there, but now buses are beginning to arrive, and tourism continues to grow," explained Delmont. "The idea is to isolate the historic centre from vehicle traffic. Because the city is enclaved between two rivers, it could mean building footbridges in the traditional Laotian style, out of bamboo, and have a car park on the other side," he said.

   As an example of the threat created by unregulated tourism, Delmont mentions the airport that is just outside the city. It has military origins, built by the US forces during the war that devastated Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia.

   "There can't be too many flights, because excessive air traffic would disrupt the harmony of the city, it would interrupt the songs of the Buddhist monks. As long as there is just one flight a week, it's okay. But limits must be set."

   And then there is the challenge posed by the proliferation of hotels and guest houses. "Hotel development has led to the purchase of homes and, ultimately, the expulsion of the local population. We want to avoid that, because the heritage of a city also is related to the atmosphere created by its residents," said Delmont.

   According to UNESCO, intangible cultural heritage, also known as "living cultural heritage", can be present in such things as "oral traditions, expressions and language; the performing arts; social practices, rituals, and festive events; knowledge and practices about nature and the universe; and traditional craftsman-ship."

   So even the rice paddies surrounding Luang Prabang, tended in the same way they have been for centuries, are targeted for preservation, particularly in preventing the construction of roads or highways through them.

   The city has so far received 50 million dollars in international aid, from UNESCO, the French Agency for Cooperation, the French city of Chinon (sister city of Luang Prabang), and the European Union. Delmont said that a goal for the medium term is to train local professionals - already most of the members of his conservation team are from Laos - so that it will be Laotians in charge of the project.   (
THAILAND

PUSH FOR NATURE-BASED INDUSTRIAL TOURISM CONTINUES

-- Four Examples -- 

TOURISM DEVELOPERS TAKE OVER KOH CHANG 

[Bangkok Post: 19.2.04] – ACCORDING to Thailand’s National Park Act, more than 80 per cent of Chang Island is protected forest land. Only a small strip of coastal land is available for development and infrastructure projects. But two years ago, the government of Taksin Shinawatra unveiled a plan to turn the Chang archipelago into a “world class tourist destination.” And consequently, one of the country’s most pristine natural reserves is being sacrificed to the insatiable tourism industry. 

   Today, Koh Chang is a far cry from earlier years of backpack tourism. Ferries depart every 30 minutes from the mainland in Trat province, carrying hundreds of people, cars, construction materials and food supplies to Koh Chang. All over the archipelago, there has been an explosion of new resorts – many of them allegedly built in the protected area in violation of the law. The main island has now 106 resorts that account for some 3,100 rooms. 

   “Investors are moving in quickly, eager to put in place new development projects… There has been conspicuous lack of planning and land management,” lamented one travel expert.

   New three- and four-star resorts are sprouting like mushrooms, particularly along the beaches on the western fringe of the island. Bang Bao that is promoted as an authentic fishing village by tourism businesses is in reality no longer a fishing community as it has been taken over completely by tourist shops, seafood restaurants and scuba diving businesses. 

THEME PARK TO OPEN AT KHAO YAI

[The Nation: 23.2.04] – AN “environmental” holiday resort at Khao Yai national park is set to build Adventure World, an activities-oriented park aimed at “promoting the resort as an alternative destination for international tourists.” 

   The Greenery Resort will officially launch its project at the end of the year with 13 activities, including ATV car-driving, paint ball, softball, bowling and two Wild West theme activities, one based on cowboys and the other on “American Indians” [sic!].

   Siriporn Dansuntornwong, general manager of Sport and Amusement, said Adventure World would be the most complete adventure project in Asia and would encompass thrilling activities that had never before been enjoyed in Thailand. For example, the bowling lanes will be a new experience, he said, because they will be in a glass hall surrounded by trees so that guests feel as if they are bowling in the middle of a jungle.

   Vithavat Putraserani, the resort’s owner and president of Scenical Group, said individual foreign tourists, overseas tourists from other Asian nations and Thai government officials are the types of client his company hopes to attract. He added the resort was particularly attractive to corporate clients from the oil, auto-parts and hi-tech sectors, as well as overseas companies such as Shell, Samsung, Toyota and Unilever. Inbound tourists, particularly from Korea, Hong Kong, Singapore and Japan, can avail themselves of the six golf courses scattered around the resort.

DOI LUANG CABLE CAR PROJECT TO PROCEED DESPITE PROTESTS

[The Nation: 26.12.03; 17.2.04] - DEPUTY Chiang Mai Governor Parinya Panthong has been pushing hard for a plan to develop Doi Luang Chiang Dao - a wildlife sanctuary since 1978 - into a major tourist attraction. But environmentalists and local residents have expressed strong opposition to the National Resources and Environment Ministry's ambitious plan to upgrade Doi Luang Chiang Dao to an international site, which suggested the need for cable cars. Despite increasing protests, the official in charge of the project, Plodprasop Suraswadi, has gone ahead with commissioning a viability study, the first stage of implementation.

   “Cable cars ascending Doi Luang Chiang Dao should definitely not be built, since this would destroy Thailand’s only pristine ecosystem,” said Nikom Putsa, an official at the Wildlife Fund Thailand and coordinator of the Thai Flora and Fauna Protection Foundation. He cited the findings of an alliance of Thai conservation groups, including the Sueb Nakasathian Foundation, Green World Foundation, and the Club for Chiang Mai.

   Nikhom said he was canvassing support from 50,000 residents for a protest petition to Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra. Meanwhile, a resident of Ban Tham village in Chiang Dao district, Anek Janpa, said Doi Luang Chiang Dao was held sacred by local people and would be profaned by the expected hordes of visitors. Construction of a cable car system, he said, would bring tourists and benefit the investors, but it would not improve the lives of local residents; conservation of the area should be a priority.

‘JUNGLE AIRLINE’ LAUNCHES FLIGHTS TO UMPHANG

[The Nation: 16.1. 04; 24.1.04; Bangkok Post: 5.2.04; 21.2.03] – FLYING aircraft to remote “ecotourism” destinations is an emerging trend among a new breed of adventurous tourists. In January, Siam GA as Thailand’s first scheduled “jungle airline” launched a route from Bangkok to Umphang in Tak province, under the slogan “Straight to Nature Flights”. Relying on cooperative efforts with local resorts and tour agencies, it made its maiden flight to the tiny Umphang Municipal Airport that had just opened in December. 

   Last year, Umphang already matched its own population with 30,000 visitors. Siam GA managing director Jain Charnnarong believes that the area, located in Thailand’s western forests and inhabited by ethnic minorities, has excellent potential to attract more tourists. “But most of the people in Umphang live subsistence lifestyles,” he said. “They don’t have a bank or cash machines, and many things are hard to get when you’re 700 km from Bangkok. It usually takes almost 11 hours to get there, driving along the 1,219 sharp curves on the Umphang highway.” 

   Thanks to the new “jungle airline”, however, the area will be more accessible for the rapidly growing number of adventure seekers. Jain said, “Just as tourists go to remote mountains to see exotic villages, they’re starting to come to this little corner of Umphang for the same reason. They want to be among the remote, indigenous people who live a subsistence lifestyle.”

   In addition, Umphang features attractions like the Thee Lor Su waterfall and a wildlife sanctuary situated next to the Thung Yai Naresuan Wildlife Sanctuary, a World Heritage Site. 

   In a different development, a senator from Tak province and local environmentalists recently denounced government plans to open forest reserves and wildlife sanctuaries to tourism, saying such plans would cause great damage to natural resources and violate environmental laws. Panat Tasneeyanond, Tak senator and chairman of the Environment Law Foundation, said the authorities should be preserving wildlife sanctuaries and forest reserves rather than exploiting them by allowing state agencies or private firms to open up or develop the forest areas for economic reasons.

   ''Now, Thee Lor Su waterfall in Umphang wildlife sanctuary in Tak has become a tourist attraction,” Panat said. “A road was built near the waterfall to facilitate tourism.” As a result, more than 1,500 tourists were now visiting the waterfall each day, although Umphang wildlife reserve authorities had limited the number of tourists allowed to visit the waterfall to 700 each day. Statistics show that the number of visitors to the waterfall increased from 13,624 in 2002 to 42,100 last year, which – according to experts - is already clearly beyond the environmental carrying capacity of the area.  (
AIRPORT EXPANSION PLANS DRAW FIRE FROM RESIDENTS

[Bangkok Post: 22.2.04] - Plans to expand Chiang Mai airport drew resistance from residents, who protested at a meeting with representatives of a firm studying the possible environmental impact of such construction.

   The government wants to turn the northern city of Chiang Mai into an aviation and tourism hub. But people who live around the current airport say they would rather see a new airport in a less congested area of the province. A facelift of the current facility would affect their livelihood, they said. Enlarging the current facility would cause more problems, including air and noise pollution, traffic congestion and land appropriation.

   The residents talked with representatives of South-east Asia Technology (SEATEC), a company commis-sioned by the Airports of Thailand to conduct the environmental impact assessment (EIA) that is neces-sary before any construction can begin. The planned expansion could affect about 600 households in the subdistricts Mae Hia and Suthep in Chiang Mai's Muang district.

   Thanawat Yodjai, chief of the Mae Hia tambon (subdistrict) administrative organization, said residents were not against all development plans, but already faced environmental problems from the current airport and businesses set up to service air travellers. 

   Somjit Srikaew, who lives in the area, said she had to put up with problems caused by the present airport and expected more demands on the environment with more flights and bigger planes if the airport is upgraded as planned.

   The airport handled more than two million passengers last year, and 15,000 landings and takeoffs. The government has recommended that 500 metres should be added to the 3,000-metre runway, to service more flights. Plans call for improving the terminal.

   Chakraphob Charassri, SEATEC's chief of environ-mental analysis, assured residents their worries will be reflected in the EIA report.   (
TOURISM LIBERALIZATION: LOCAL AGENTS MUST ADAPT TO SURVIVE 

[The Nation: 24.2.04] - THE Thai Travel Agents Association (TTAA) has warned of tough foreign competition as the tourism industry liberalizes over the next two years. When this occurs under a World Trade Organization agreement, foreign travel agents will be allowed into the Thai market, bringing with them integrated services along with high investment budgets, know how, technology and business networks.

   “The advantage of foreign travel agents is ‘know how’. The Thai’s strength is ‘know who’. If we can combine the advantages of foreign management with customer demand and behaviour we will survive, but if we don’t agents can expect to be phased out in the long run,” said Manus Pipathananunth, president of TTAA. He added that Thailand had 3,000 inbound, outbound and domestic tour operators. 

   Of notable concern is the amount of money the foreign travel operators will be able to invest in Thailand. Their registered capital, for instance, is up to Bt15 million (US$375,000) compared with about Bt2 million (US$50,000) for Thai firms. The foreign companies also have networks that span the globe.

   Manus said the country’s tour operators would face serious competition in the next two years, with price cutting expected to be fierce. “The price war will reduce profit per unit in the tourism industry. Getting into the Thai tourism business is easy due to low investment and trade barriers,” he said.

   He recommended that the government should encourage more “two-way trade” by focusing on Thais travelling abroad as well as foreign tourists. At the moment the government seems more concerned with tourist arrivals. “The tourism industry is a sensitive one in which security of lives and belongings are the main concern of tourists,” he said, adding that Thai travel operators will need to be more aware of this in the future.   (
Opinion

MANY RIDDLES, PUZZLES IN THE THAI TOURISM SECTOR

Edited from a commentary by The Nation’s chief editor Pana Janviroj [The Nation: 7.1.2004]

T

he government is plunging into tourism with the speed of a bullet train. It is moving at lightening speed with heavy state involvement that has caught the tourism industry off-guard. The goal is ambitious – 30 million incoming tourists annually, up from the present level of 12 million, in the next seven years. This will pitch Thailand up to near the top tier of most-visited world destinations – just behind China, which currently has 33 million tourists. France leads the pack with 77 million arrivals, followed by Spain, the United States and Italy.

   The authorities believe their gamble on tourism to promote wealth is a low-risk endeavour. Barring, of course, any mishaps from terrorism, they believe Thailand is well placed to capitalize on the buoyant global travel industry.    

   The government trusts that the advent of low-cost airliners in the region will give better access than ever to destinations in Thailand. And it will promote the construction of 300,000 more hotel rooms, doubling the current number, in the next seven years to accommodate the 30 million tourists.

   But concern is being raised about a repeat of the tourism promotion debacle of the late 1980s and, more importantly, heavy state intervention in a sector usually driven by private operators who fear being “crowded out”.

   In 1987 during the tenure of then prime minister Prem Tinsulanonda, Thailand launched the highly successful “Visit Thailand Year”. It worked so well that it sparked a frenzy of hotel construction, resulting in a huge glut. This excess lasted for five years, with the debris of failed investment still apparent today.

   But more costly was the hasty opening of many tourist locations, which were not ready for mass tourism. Environmental damage became a major problem, which is far from resolved, while local communities suffered because of an invasion of alien commerce. Local cultures were twisted and turned, making them less appealing to tourists.

   Because of this, the tourism industry is being cautious about the latest thrust. They are wary about their role as the government has not really consulted them on its policies or spent enough time bouncing ideas off them. Particular criticism has been levelled at the Tourism Authority of Thailand, which since the creation of the Ministry of Tourism and Sports has divorced itself from the environment, infrastructure and safety aspects related to tourism. It has now become a full-fledged marketing agency – riding on the privilege of being wholly-owned by the state but able to start doing business with aspirations of owning golf courses and hotels, in competition with the private sector.

   The key agenda, according to many in the private sector, is how to spend money wisely to sustain the level of visitors. That means scenery and natural beauty, which over the past 20 years have had in-sufficient infrastructure investment. Our beaches have become tired, and unchecked commercial activities have penetrated areas, which should be curtained off to preserve their original identities.

   “We have witnessed a paradigm shift. The government wants high-income tourists and is taking a business initiative to lure them. TAT has taken on a capitalist mode beyond just tourism promotion. It is now looking for profits, working in alliances with which it is comfortable rather than sending signals to the private sector to take risks in order to spread wealth,” said one tourism investor. “…Now TAT wants to own boutique hotels and target tourists with its own business deals. What are we coming to?”   (
