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THE REGION

ADB: TOURISM AS TOOL IN WAR AGAINST POVERTY

[Bangkok Post: 2.4.01; ADBwatch Hawai’i: Feb. 2001] - FOR the first time, a seminar on the role of tourism in alleviating poverty will be featured on the agenda of the Asian Development Bank (ADB), when it holds its annual board of governors' meeting in Honolulu in early May. Designed to come up with policies to factor tourism into its new "over-arching goal" of poverty reduction, the ADB hopes the two-hour seminar will help fine-tune strategies on how its loans and consultancy money can be used to create jobs, distribute income to rural areas, and protect culture and the environment.

   One of the bank's senior executives said that a growing number of bank governors were beginning to warm to the importance of "well-managed and well-developed" tourism, especially in the light of the industry's growth potential in Asia. However, rather than focus on pursuing the traditional style of development by handing out loans to build more roads, highways and airports, and conscious of the flak it is taking from NGOs for continued funding of such mega-projects, the bank wants to focus on eco-tourism and community development.
   "Tourism growth must be based on long-term, sustainable strategies, including concern for distribution of the economic benefits of tourism, employment generation, development of conservation ethics, promotion of local products and infrastructure development," said Arjun Thapan, manager of the bank's water supply, urban development and housing unit. "If it can develop along these lines, we believe tourism has the necessary characteristics to make it an ideal tool for addressing poverty."

   The bank believes ecotourism "is an area where there is a direct link between the potential for economic development and the conservation of natural resources", he said in an interview at a meeting of the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) tourism working group on 30 March in Kunming, Yunnan.

   Two regions that have been the focus of the ADB's attention to date are the six GMS countries and Nepal. In the mountain kingdom, the ADB is into its third and largest project, with a loan of US$20 million to be given to help fund tourism infrastructure. In the GMS, the bank has been involved in funding mega-infrastructure projects for several years. 
   In line with the new approach to tourism development, a feasibility study being prepared for priority projects along the Mekong river will identify ways to strengthen subregional co-operation and management mechanisms to preserve and protect the river, its environment, cultural and historical heritage. This would include means of financing and shared management, especially by involving the private sector, Mr Thapan said. The key challenge facing tourism development in the GMS "is to strengthen the institutional basis for sustaining subregional co-operation over the long term".

   In view of this, the ADB is calling for a meeting of GMS tourism ministers to provide higher-level backing for co-operation programmes and spur private-sector investment. It also wants the region's national tourism organizations to help "sensitize" other state agencies in charge of securing official development assistance to ensure their full co-operation.

   Additional help for tourism development in the GMS is coming from the Canadian Universities Consortium (CUC) through its training and technology transfer programme. The group was asked to research three villages earmarked for tourism development: Hong Phong, a basket-weaving village in Vietnam; Had Bai, Thailand, where a women's group runs a weaving co-operative; and Pak Beng, Laos, a river port that sees many river-cruise tourists every year. 

   Meanwhile people’s organizations in the Asia-Pacific region continue to denounce the ADB policies and projects as socially and environmentally damaging and for increasing the gulf between rich and poor. They also argue that the bank has never seriously listened to the voices of NGOs, local communities and indigenous peoples groups and call the bank’s new poverty alleviation strategy mere window-dressing. Notably, no organizations representing civil society have been involved in the planning and implementation of ADB’s GMS tourism scheme. 

   Following mass protests by villagers and local NGOs at last year’s ADB annual meeting in Chiang Mai, Thailand, the NGO-network ADBwatch Hawai’I in cooperation with other regional campaign groups are also going to challenge the bank at its forthcoming meeting in Honolulu. “The Asian Development Bank is a multilateral sister of the World Bank that funds projects which create poverty and undermine local control and cultural rights throughout Asia and the Pacific,” says the Global Call to Action from ADBwatch Hawai’i. 

   This year’s ADB Annual Meeting was originally scheduled for Seattle in USA. However, after massive anti-globalization protests at the World Trade Organization’s (WTO) conference, the venue changed to Honolulu with the expectation of avoiding resistance and scrutiny. Nevertheless, people’s organizations in Hawai’I have sent a clear  message to the world: ‘NO ALOHA FOR THE ADB!’   (
CLEARINGHOUSE FOR REVIEWING ECOTOURISM

NGOs in Southeast Asia, including t.i.m.-team, have set up an electronic information service as part of their campaign ‘2002: International Year of REVIEWING Ecotourism’ (see Third World Network’s website at www.twnside.org.sg/title/iye.htm  for information). The aim of this Clearinghouse is to counter-balance the many embellishing and obfuscating representations of ecotourism by bringing the ‘real world’ of this industry to public attention. It is meant as a forum to bring forth non-corporate and holistic perspectives on ecotourism and the UN-initiated International Year of Ecotourism (IYE), by presenting articles that, for example,

· explore the political and economic structures and forces of globalization that drive the international ecotourism industry;

· discuss fundamental questions and deficiencies concerning the definition, concept, policies and practices of ecotourism;

· examine the impacts on local communities and the environment in the context of unequal relations, especially between the North and the South, and dependent development;

· make local struggles against socially and ecologically harmful ecotourism projects visible;

· expose dubious initiatives by tourism developers and operators to “greenwash” themselves in the name of ecotourism;

· document and critically analyze the IYE process and related events and highlight people’s action in response.

For for more information, email t.i.m.-team at tim-team@access.inet.co.th. 

CONCERN OVER PLANS TO WIDEN RIVER CHANNEL

[Bangkok Post: 20.4.01] - THE Mekong River Commission and an independent environmental group are fretting over the likely impact of a plan to widen the river channel for navigation to boost trade and tourism among Mekong neighbouring countries. The dredging is proposed by Thailand, Burma, Laos and China.

   The commission's prime concern is that the clearance of some islets in the Mekong is a transboundary issue, which could have wide-ranging consequences for other countries sharing the river. "The Agreement on Commercial Navigation on the Lancang-Mekong River, made between China, Laos, Burma and Thailand, has obvious economic, environmental and social implications for the Mekong River basin," the Phnom Penh-based agency said.

   Lancang is the Chinese name for the river, which also passes through Cambodia and Vietnam. The commission's worry comes as officials responsible for navigation and environment in the four countries recently travelled downstream from southern China to Thailand to survey islets that need to be cleared under the pact signed last month. Eleven have been identified for removal to allow passage by ships of up to 500 tonnes, and there may be others.

   The four countries will launch free-flow commercial navigation of the waterway in June. With river obstacles, navigation is now limited to only small vessels. The commission was formed by Thailand, Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam to oversee water and management issues in the lower part of the river, with Burma and China observing some discussions on issues affecting them. Though responsible for the lower basin, the commission said it was willing to assist the four nations upstream carry out environmental impact assessments (EIAs) of the plan.

   Such a role would be justified by the 1995 agreement, which is a basis for the formation of the organization. The agreement on co-operation for sustainable development of the Mekong basin requires parties to "make every effort to avoid, minimize and mitigate harmful effects" from the use of the water resources, it said. The commission also referred to the UN Convention on Biological Diversity, part of which calls on governments to observe international standards of EIAs assessments for any development which could have a significant impact on biodiversity.

   Witoon Permpongsacharoen, director of the Bangkok-based NGO Towards Ecological Recovery and Regional Alliance (TERRA), said the clearance plan had ecological impact on a wide scale for both upstream and downstream countries. Islets and rapids are the sanctuary of fish and other marine resources and provide a chain of food and income for small fishermen who rely on the river for their living.

   Witoon expressed the concern that sand on the river bed could flow into cleared areas later and form new obstructions to navigation. "I don't think they have thoroughly studied EIAs, especially on ecological impact," he said, emphasizing the need for environmental risks to be kept at a minimum level.   (
BURMA

FERTILE GROUND FOR SEX TOURISM 

[The Irrawaddy: Feb. 2001] – DESPITE draconian laws and official denial, prostitution is big business and, thus, forms a fertile ground for sex tourism in Burma.

  Last year, Tin Nwe, a well-known brothel owner, donated a large sum of money to the military government in Rangoon. Secretary One Lt-Gen Khin Nyunt received the donation and shook hands with Tin Nwe. Pleased as punch, Tin Nwe hung up a huge picture of himself and Khin Nyunt in his hotel, which is known to be one of the top-class brothels in Rangoon. But activists in and out of Burma were not so impressed and publicly ridiculed the regime for accepting money from a brothel owner, saying that it was a disgrace.

   As a result, Tin Nwe’s brothel, known as the Nine Angels Inn, received some visitors in the form of a raid in June last year. Tin New and five of his complices were charged under the Prostitution Suppression Act and sentenced to twenty years in prison. Though not stated, it appears that Tin Nwe’s crime was not running a brothel but hanging a photograph of himself and Khin Nyunt on the wall.

   Prostitution is illegal in Burma, but it is alive and kicking. Local police and officials benefit from the business and army officers are among regular customers. 

   Brothel owners in Rangoon know how to approach high-ranking officials. But they sometimes also get dragged into the internal conflicts of Burmese politics and suffer as a result. In the early 1990s, the Lay Aye Thar hotel in downtown Rangoon was raided and owner Tin Maung Lwin was thrown into prison. He had kept records, photos and lists of his customers, including high-ranking officials and policemen, and allegedly used them to increase his wealth. The raid coincided with a crisis within the ruling junta, and according to a veteran journalist, “If one faction wants to destroy or blackmail its rival, they watch who is committing sins, who is involved.”

   In general, Burma is a conservative society, and girls and women are shy to talk about sex and prostitution, while military leaders seem to promote traditional and family values. A few years ago, a top army leader came out in public saying “there is no sex industry in Burma” and lamenting that HIV/AIDS was a disease created by foreigners.

   In reality, the number of brothels is mushrooming in Rangoon. Following the raid of the Nine Angels Inn last year, smaller brothels and covert sex services are putting themselves in Tin Nwe’s shoes and make big profits. Some are quietly expanding, while officials are turning a blind eye, and some untouchable figures are involved in this lucrative business.

   The Nawarat Hotel and Hotel Equatorial are known to have many beautiful girls. The hotels do not employ them, but the girls come to hang around the bar and meet customers. “These girls are looking for guys,” said one tourist who visited the Hotel Equatorial last year. “If you don’t approach them, they will come to your table. After some small talk, one of the girls will just come straight out and say, ‘We can have sex if you want’.”

   The Nawarat Hotel is run by Sandar Win, daughter of the “Old Man” – former dictator Gen Ne Win. The hotel used to provide a sex service for local and foreign customers, but now it allows freelancers to operate on the premises. Close relatives of generals also run several inns and motels in Rangoon’s Golden Valley, where rich and retired government officials live. 

   In addition, massage parlours offering sex services started to open in 1995, when some ethnic cease-fire groups came down to Rangoon and opened these businesses without interference from officials. Girls from Shan State were recruited to work in these massage parlours. Some university students are also involved in this business, providing sex services for tourists and wealthy businessmen, including foreigners.   (
CAMBODIA

HERITAGE CAN REDUCE POVERTY, SAYS HUN SEN

[Phnom Penh Daily: 11.4.01] -  PRIME Minister Hun Sen wants Cambodian culture and traditions to be a living and participatory component of the national development plan focussed on poverty eradication. He recently ordered the drawing up of a master plan, which should be practical and easy to implement to produce quick and tangible results. Among the suggestions are: Development of handicraft and cottage industries for the local, overseas and tourist markets. Recording and sale of music, song, folklore and drama in audio and video format should also be encouraged. Young people should be adequate trained in these areas to ensure the sustainability of the projects.

   The Prime Minister, closing the third national culture day in early April, said there was a correlation between cultural conservation and economic development for poverty reduction. "Cambodia has the comparative advantages and strong potential in tourism and tourism-related services,” he said. "These comparative advantages are derived from our historical heritage and the beautiful beaches, rivers, lakes, mountains and forests. Cambodia’s geography consists of rare natural and cultural endowment and attractions. On the basis of these endowments, the government has identified cultural and eco-tourism as the main direction. 
   “These potentials await massive investments and sustainable development; they will be instrumental in ensuring Cambodia’s economic take-off,” the premier continued to say. “However, we regret very much that we have not been able to maximize the benefits from the rich cultural assets left by our ancestors. To this end, the Ministry of Culture and Fine Arts should take the lead in formulating a strategy for cultural development, which should be consistent and coherent with the overall objectives to reduce poverty.”

   Hun Sen rapped the ministry for not doing enough to preserve culture, pointing to the retirement of traditional dancers and musicians before successors could be trained. He said the armchair type of leadership in the ministry should be replaced with one that identifies potentials, develop them until they become sustainable. He added the  ministry should work more closely with other state agencies and NGOs, and he would like to see more plans and action.   (
ANGRY LOCALS TURN ON THAI TOURISTS 

[The Nation: 27.3.01; 29.3.01] – FIRING shots in the air, police at Angkor Wat recently rescued 28 Thai tourists from local people angered by throwing candy on the ground to snap pictures of beggars fighting over the treats. During the confrontation, more than 100 Cambodians surrounded the tourists and prevented them from reaching their vehicles.

   “They were nearly beaten by the mob, and their cars almost got burned,” said Pol Lt-Colonel Ou Em in Siem Reap, where the famous temple complex is located. Ou Em, who led the rescue, added his men fired bullets in the air to scare away the crowd, but no one was injured.

   Police returned the tourists to their hotel, but many Cambodians, mostly motorcycle taxi drivers, followed and hurled stones at their vehicles. Hotel security guards and police beat several people in the crowd. One day later, the tourists’ convoy was escorted by police out of Siem Reap to the border town of Poipet to see the Thais off safely.

   “Our people were sick and angry, when the Thais threw candy on the ground and laughed and took pictures,” said Pol Lt-Colonel Tan Chay whose unit protects the temple ground. “I don’t know if the Thais did it on purpose or not, but it was disrespectful to all Cambodian people.” 

   The incidence was widely publicized in the Thai media. An editorial in the Nation said, “To Cambodians, Angkor Wat represents the zenith of the Khmer civilization. They are proud of this incredible heritage. Thai tourists, like every other, who flock to this ancient site therefore must be aware of the immense importance it represents in terms of historical relations, and especially animosity. After all, Siamese troops in the 13th century played a part in the destruction of the ancient Khmer culture.” The editorial concluded that the embarrassing incident could have been avoided if the Thai tourists had been more aware of the sensitivities of the local people.   ( 

INDIGENOUS LAND RIGHTS THREATENED

[Bangkok Post: 19.3.01; Human Rights Watch: 30.3.01] – INDIGENOUS peoples in Cambodia’s remote northeastern province of Ratanakiri are facing mounting pressure from a massive influx of Khmer immigrants seeking vacant land and development, such as logging, mining, commercial plantations and tourism. 

   Tribal people – Tampuen, Brao, Jarai, Kreung -, who still made up more than 70% of the population at the time of the 1998 census, are now in a minority. The new arrivals of Khmers have have been accused by locals of land grabbing, and key areas around national route 19, which runs through Ratanakiri to Vietnam, are currently under the spotlight. Ethnic villagers, for whom the sale and purchase of land is culturally unacceptable, say many villagers have been duped into selling their land.

   In a press release of 30 March, the US-based Human Rights Watch expressed strong concern about a provincial court ruling that dispossesses more than 900 indigenous people of their ancestral lands. On 23 March, the court in Ratanakiri had ruled against a civil complaint brought by ethnic Jarai and Tampuen in three villages. Lawyers from Legal Aid of Cambodia (LAC) that represents the three communities charged the villagers had been tricked into giving up 1,200 hectares of their land to Royal Cambodian Armed Forces General Nuon Phea.

   “The verdict sets a bad precedent for indigenous land rights,” said Sidney Jones, executive director of the Asia Division of Human Rights Watch, one of several international organizations that sent observers to the trial. “It reinforces the idea that powerful individuals can use fraud and intimidation to take away people’s land.”

   In the verdict, Judge Nong Sok ruled that by thumb-printing sales and land title documents and accepting gifts, the villagers had agreed to sell their land. The court ruling calls for the villagers, who eke out a subsistence livelihood by swidden farming, to pay taxes of about US$615 plus court costs. At the same time, Gen Nuon Phea is required to pay US$3500 in compensation to the villagers.

   A key issue raised by LAC lawyer Ea Sopheap was the fraudulent nature of the sales agreement produced by local officials, who transferred land titles that had been thumb-printed and issued in villagers’ names to Gen. Nuon Phea. Through the testimony of several ethnic children, LAC showed that titles were drawn up in the name of underage minors. A number of villagers testified that they thumb-printed the documents many times, in the names of other people. District officials admitted during the trial that land titles had even been issued in their own names, despite the fact that they had never been residents of any of the three villages. The villagers, meanwhile, had been told they were thumb-printing documents that would bring “development” to their villages.

   LAC called for the fraudulent sales agreement to be voided because the undated, photo-copied document did not specify the land’s prices, boundaries or area, or even the name of the buyer. Fourteen ethnic villagers testified that they wanted their land back and never intended to sell it.

   “Fraud of this sort can only encourage other officials to abuse their power and swindle people out of their land,” commented Jones of Human Rights Watch.   ( 

LAOS

ANCIENT TEMPLE AWAITS THUNDERING TOURIST HERDS

[The Nation: 23.4.01] – ARCHAEOLOGISTS fear the Champasak Cultural Landscape area, nominated last year for UNESCO World Heritage Site status, could be degraded by tourism before a sound management plan is in place. They also worry the ancient temple Wat Phu in the area could be hastily restored with tourist dollars rather than authenticity in mind.

   Built between the 7th and 12th century, Wat Phu’s graceful galleries and pavilions stretch out for 1,400 metres over six natural terraces on the lower slopes of a richly forested sacred mountain near the modern-day border with Cambodia. The complex looks toward the broad Mekong River. Two ancient cities have been discovered in the area. Shrestrapura, dating back to the 5th century, was a cradle of the great Angkorian empire, which held sway over much of mainland Southeast Asia and created Cambodia’s magnificent temples. Lingapura thrived from the 9th through 13th centuries. Then, for still unknown reasons, this region of refined culture degenerated and languished in isolation for centuries.

   While Cambodian monuments have been studied in depth, little is known about daily life and society during the Angkorian empire and proceeding dawn of urbanization in Southeast Asia. The Champasak area in southern Laos is among the only places where this can be explored, said Patrizia Zolese, an Italian archaeologist who began pioneering excavation of the sites 10 years ago.

   But what lay undisturbed for centuries, UNESCO warns, could be irreparably damaged or destroyed within a few years by modern road and building construction, irrigation works, logging and unbridled tourism. The area now finds itself at the crossroads of traffic among Thailand, Vietnam and Cambodia. Zelose noted that one reflection of rapid change is that the local pottery makers were put out of business shortly after roads and salesmen arrived, their traditional wares replaced by plastic goods.

   To protect and restore the area, a UNESCO Champasak Heritage Management Plan was adopted in 1998. Its 567 pages deal with everything stopping dangerous erosion of temple hillside to establishing a “sacred environmental zone”, where all construction and tree-felling would be banned.

   However, being one of the poorest countries, Laos is hobbled by an inefficient bureaucracy, corruption and a seeming lack of interest in preserving the past. “In the last 10 years, what have the Laotian authorities done,” asked Mauro Cucarzi, a member of the archaeological team. “I must actually say they’ve done nothing… They just want to make money.”

   The team and some UNESCO officials are concerned that, whoever comes around with the most cash, will be given free rein at Wat Phu, the management plan notwithstanding. “You can’t put up a big visitor’s centre if you can’t even keep the grass cut,” commented Richard Engelhardt, UNESCO’s cultural chief for Asia.   ( 

THAILAND

AMBITIOUS PLANS TO INCREASE TOURISM INCOME

[Bangkok Post: 21.4.01; 22.4.01; The Nation: 21.4.01; 22.4.01] – FOLLOWING the Amazing Thailand promotional campaign, the new government led by Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra is making an all-out effort to give the tourism industry another boost and to increase revenue from tourism by 50 billion baht (US$1.1 billion) in the next 12 months. The target requires, among other things, that Thailand attracts an extra 1.9 million foreign visitors.

   The ambitious plans were concretized at a high-profile national workshop on tourism in Chiang Mai on 20 and 21 April. More than 200 policy-making offials – including dozens of ministers, deputy ministers, permanent secretaries and directors general -, as well as the chiefs of the Council of the State, national police force, immigration police, and presidents and chairpersons of tourism, hotel, airline, tour-guide and other private sector organizations – participated in this mile-stone event. 

   A major decision was to set up a new permanent government agency called National Tourism Development Office to oversee and regulate the country's tourism industry. The new body will be attached to the prime minister's office, which is seen as essential because the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) is primarily an operating unit.

   The new body will consist of key ministers, permanent secretaries of the relevant ministries, as well as directors of departments such as the Royal Forestry Department, the Fine Arts Department and the Budget Bureau. It will handle all policy issues related to tourism and will be chaired by the prime minister or a deputy prime minister. Under the office will be the TAT, a planned MICE (meetings, incentives, conventions and exhibitions) bureau, a new tourism research and development centre, and committees taking care of specific issues such as hotels, souvenir sales and other matters.

   According to Pongpol Adireksarn, the deputy prime minister in charge of tourism, the permanent office is expected to help solve problems long existing in the industry such as the degradation of attractions and tourists being cheated, while bringing the industry under a better managed system. 

   The new body will also make an effort to get a clearer picture of Thailand's tourism. “We never know the real cost of tourism,” said Pongpol. “People only know that tourism generates nearly 300 billion baht (US$6.7 billion) [annually], without knowing the expenses such as government investments in infrastructure and conservation of attractions.” For instance, the Ministry of Science, Technology and Environment reported that the government sector shoulders an average cost of US$11 per tourist per day for activities such as water treatment and sewage systems. 
   Organizations such as the Budget Bureau are called to help develop the budgets to be allocated to various agencies, including foreign loans used for conservation of attractions. The government has spent nearly US$445 million in loans, mostly from Japanese agencies, through the TAT to restore natural attractions and infrastructure in the past 13 years.

   In addition, the government will launch duty-free cities within three months in Phuket and Chiang May to compete with other Asian shopping centres, such as Hong Kong and Singapore, and to generate more tourism revenue, Prime Minister Thaksin confirmed at the Chiang Mai Conference. Legal changes, improved security and new road developments linking Thailand to neighbouring countries were also supposed to promote the tourist industry. 

   Particularly worrisome for environmentalists, the government is even willing to grant permission to both the private and public sectors to build new hotels and resorts in restricted areas, if they have good potential to boost income.   (  

PRISTINE ISLANDS FALL TO FOREIGN CASH

[The Nation: 17.2.01; 22.2.01; 1.3.01; Bangkok Post: 5.3.01] - IN February, it was reported that the Royal Forestry Department (RFD) had given permission to a French TV crew, Adventure Line Production, to film a “Survivor”-style show on Koh Rok, which is one of the most beautiful islands in Krabi’s Koh Lan Ta Marine National Park. Local environmentalists, who fought an uphill struggle two years ago against the controversial filming of the 20th Century Fox movie “The Beach” at Maya Bay in Phi Phi Islands National Park of Krabi, protested again because they feared ecological damage as a result of shooting (see also new frontiers 7[1]). 

   Government officials insisted Koh Rok would not be harmed by the filming and argued, by giving approval to the project, they wanted to advertise the beauty of Thai nature to a worldwide audience and promote eco-tourism. 

   Nevertheless, the incident has revived the debate in Thailand on the implications of allowing foreign film crews to make use of pristine nature reserves. Here are excerpts of an editorial in The Nation:

   “The Royal Forestry Department (RFD) is not a sales representative of Thailand. Its duty is to protect and conserve national parks, wildlife sanctuaries and all natural reserved areas in the country. It is authorized to ‘manage’ preservation and not to lease or sell reserved islands….

   “The shooting of the game show might bring some financial benefit to the country and help to promote tourism – the same argument that was used for ‘The Beach’ – but it makes a mockery of conservation efforts and the legal system and sets a bad example that commercialism can override any other issue in Thailand. 

   “…the French game show production team, Adventure Line Production, has learnt a lesson from ‘The Beach’ episode. And as such, it is perpetuating the belief that money can buy the dignity and legal systems of developing countries such as Thailand. For just Bt1 million (US$22,222), the company can have the exclusive rights to a wonderful island in a national park for 45 days (visitors will be discouraged from visiting Koh Rok through direct and indirect means). The company has given the RFD Bt5 million (US$111,111) as a deposit for environmental damage. This is the same tactic that {20th Century] Fox used.

   “Once again the RFD has demonstrated that it is not a worthy custodian of national parks. Look at its reasons for allowing 16 French “castaway” contestants and a TV production team to stay on Koh Rok for 45 days: agreement not to destroy the environment; promotion of the country’s tourism industry; and income for local residents.

   “…Thais will have to bear the stigma of a country in which everything can be bought. A counter argument is that Thai tourists also damage fragile islands when they visit them. True, and that should be dealt with. But it is not an excuse to allow the French or the Americans special privileges in our national parks.”

   Notably, only a few days after the publication of this editorial, it was reported that the Governor of Nakhon Sri Thammarat province had ordered an inspection of Koh Kla, a tiny island in the Gulf of Thailand, to find out about the activities of a Japanese film crew on this island. Residents had complained the Japanese team had barred them from entering Koh Kla and voiced concerns about potential environmental damage. The island, which has a reputation of being pristine and surrounded by ecologically fragile coral reefs, is home to rare hawk’s bill sea turtles and whale sharks. The TV production company Nippon Television Network Corporation later admitted that they had used the location – also for shooting a “survivor” show -, without permission from local authorities. A source of the Naval Civil Affairs Department, which oversees Koh Kla, said Japanese youths participating in the “Survivor” game had already stayed on Koh Kla for about two months. No doubt, more makers of TV shows, documentaries and movies are flocking to Thailand to take advantage of its exotic natural attractions and cheap costs – and the controversy surrounding these activities is likely to continue. (
CONCRETE JUNGLE

In back issues of  new frontiers, we have repeatedly reported about the ongoing large-scale construction of tourist facilities in Thailand’s nature reserves. The following article on Khao Yai by  Pannachai Kongsanit reflects well the increasing cynicism by public voices over the way “eco”-tourism is being developed in the country’s national parks [Bangkok Post: 26.3.01]

LOCATED not so far from Bangkok-less than three hours if you drive - Khao Yai is one of Thailand's most popular national parks. Since its designation in 1962, millions of people have visited this forest. A wonderful place, isn't it?

   Anyway, in case it's been a while since your last visit, as a frequenter of Khao Yai, I'm happy to update you on the terrific changes that have taken places there over the past few years, starting from the entrance fees which you have to pay before you set a foot in the park's boundary. A lot of people might have already noticed this but perhaps there are also those who still don't: It's been a year or so that the fees have been upped from five to 20 baht for Thais and from 10 to 200 baht for foreigners. Not fair? Don't worry, the fee rise applies to every national park in the country.

   Having paid the cash which, hopefully, will go to the improvement of forest protection and tourist facilities, you'll see that several sections of the road that runs through the park are now under construction. Sorry for the inconvenience, but soon these dusty parts will be smoothly paved with asphalt. More than that, the road surface will also be widened to accommodate the growing numbers of tourists. In the process, some trees along the way have been felled. But let's put it this way: Those trees grew in the wrong place.

   The improved road, once completed, will enable drivers to enjoy faster access, and they will be able to reach the park's attractions more quickly. Some people might worry that wild animals could be hit by motorists as a result. But not having a human brain is definitely no excuse for not learning to stay away from danger. Also, have you ever heard of the "survival of the fittest" theory?

   There are also worries that, while the work is going on, some construction workers might sneakily hunt deer or other animals for food. But the truth is this: Everybody is aware that killing wildlife is illegal. So, we can be assured that if anybody actually does, he would never ever blab to the public. Anyway, to provide visitors with information about the wildlife, concrete signs will be put up at interesting points along the road, together with concrete platforms for the tourists to stand on.

   At the salt lick near Haew Narok waterfall, for example, such a "nature study station" will be built right next to the spot so tourists can have close observation of the elephants that haunt the area. You may wonder whether human presence would scare off the elephants. Well, that's completely up to the beasts. If they want to live safely in Khao Yai, they've got to learn about the importance of tourism to the economy of this country and get used to it. Either that or they can take the risk and wander away from the watchful eyes of park rangers. These mammals should have learned some lessons from the disappearance of Ai Nga Ngon and Ai Nga Diew, once the park's most famous elephants who were dumb enough to roam too deep into the forest and probably fell victim to hunters' rifles.

   As you drive down the road and get nearer to the park's headquarters, you'll see patches of grassland which, in the hot season like this, have been burned, so young grass-favourite food for deer and other herbivores will sprout.

These new shoots help draw the animals from their hideouts in the forest to the open land and, thus, make the song sad activity (watching wildlife under spotlights at night) much easier. Some people may argue that, ecologically speaking, burning the grass every year could do more harm than good to the ecosystem since natural wildfire doesn't take place this often. The yearly man-made fire doesn't allow saplings enough time to grow and become big trees. However, it's good for business. Who would hire the song sad trucks if the animals keep foraging in the thick forest, where tourists couldn't see them?

   But food is abundant not only for the animals. At Khao Yai, visitors can rest assured that no stomach will be growling. Breakfast, lunch, dinner and anything in between is served at the old wooden canteen near the park headquarters. Soon, however, the food vendors will move to a new concrete setting which promises to make visiting city slickers feel more at home. This new eatery is being constructed not so far from the old one, right next to - and partially into - the Lam Takhong stream.

   Speaking about making you feel at home, the forest of Khao Yai also features different styles of human settlements. Scattered in the vicinity of the park headquarters are communities of park workers and their families as well as groups of VIP guesthouses. So, if you feel like taking a stroll in the nearby nature study trails, radio sounds from these abodes will keep you company and give you a sense of safety. You'll never feel lost and alone.

   As for the VIP guesthouses, unlike during the government of Anand Panyarachun, which banned overnight stays in Khao Yai, they are now reopened to tourists. Some of the old bungalows which were formerly run by the Tourism Authority (TAT) can be used, too, if you know somebody in the park. Oh, and remember the youth lodgings not so far from the VIP guesthouses? Well, soon students and tourists who come in large groups will not have to stay in the one-storey wooden structure any more, because three huge buildings are being built for the purpose. I've been told by a park official that one of these buildings will be named after a very famous person in the Forestry Department. We'll find out if what he said is true once the construction is completed. For those who prefer sleeping in tents, the national park has ... let me count ... one camp ground. It is located near Pha Kluay Mai waterfall and on almost every weekend, it is as crowded as Chatuchak market [in Bangkok].

   There are also several other settlements scattered in Khao Yai, such as the accommodation for Air Force personnel on Khao Khieo, the lodgings of the Prime Minister's Office near the mouth of the road that leads to Khao Khieo, park workers' abodes near the old golf course [which was located in the park’s center and closed in the early 1990s], as well as those at Pha Kluay Mai, Haew Suwat, Kongkaew and Haew Narok waterfalls.

   Visitors aside, the human population of Khao Yai must be in the hundreds. Of course, the more the merrier. So how do they deal with garbage and waste water, you may wonder. Some of the rubbish is buried and some burned, but often trash piles up for days because the amount exceeds the capacity of the incinerators. As for waste water from the houses and public toilets ... well, at many places, it is discharged into natural streams. That's why some people feel itchy after swimming in the park's famous waterfalls. Too bad ... they should think first before they jump into the water.

   Well, hope this information will ignite the desire within you to visit Khao Yai again soon. Keep this in mind - as long as you have enough cash to pay for the entrance fee and keep all the tourist-related businesses going, you're always welcome at Khao Yai City ... oops ... I mean national park.   (
TOURISM BLAMED FOR ILLEGAL WILDLIFE TRADE

[Bangkok Post: 8.3.01; The Nation: 8.3.01] - WORLD Wide Fund (WWF) Thailand blames tourism for the continuing illegal trade in wildlife. Although Thailand is a party to the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES), this has not made the trade simply disappear. Instead, black-marketeers have tailored their activities, making them more difficult for authorities to trace, and tourists are their big customers.

   Ivory crafted as souvenirs or costume accessories is at the top of the illegal trade, Robert Mather of the WWF  Thailand Programme said, when he recently launched the three-year Wildlife Trade Campaign aimed at eradicating the illegal trade in wildlife in tourism-related businesses, especially hotels. It is a co-operative effort between WWF Thailand, the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT), the Agriculture Ministry, the Education Ministry, and DANCED, a Danish aid agency.

   Under the project, tourism sector employees, especially tour guides, will be trained to recognize endangered species in the hope they will help discourage tourists from buying illegal wildlife products. "A survey conducted under the project found that ivory accounts for over 80% of the trade volume, worth about 140 million baht (US$3.1 million), followed by crocodile, snake, bear and tiger organs," said Mather. 

   Hotels have been identified as main centres of the wildlife trade in Bangkok accounting for 62% of business, while tourist spots and border checkpoints in the provinces account for about 86% of the rural trade. Co-operation would be sought from hoteliers and tour operators to help fight the black market, said Mather, adding, "Establishments which refuse to co-operate may be put on a black list." 
   Thongchai Petcharat, deputy permanent secretary for agriculture, estimated wildlife smuggling with tourists involved doubled during 1997-98. He conceded that legal loopholes posed a problem for law enforcers. In the case of ivory, Thai law still legalizes the use of tusks taken from domestic elephants. If a raid is made, the burden is on the authorities to prove the ivory in question came from wild elephants - a very difficult and complicated task, Mr Thongchai said.   (
GOING, GOING, DUGONG

[Bangkok Post: 9.4.01] – HUNTING and irresponsible fishing practices have put the dugong (Dugong dugon) on the verge of extinction. With the tourism industry cruising into the species' final stronghold, the dugong now has to brace itself for the worst.

   In the past, the marine mammal used to thrive in coastal waters both in the Andaman and the Gulf of Thailand. According to local oldtimers, sometimes hundreds of individuals could be seen in a single herd. These days, aerial surveys show that only a small number still survive here and there along the Andaman coast from Phangnga to Satun provinces. In the Thai gulf, the most "promising" sign of the species' presence is occasional find of lifeless ones washed up onto the shore. On both sides of the peninsula, about a dozen dugongs are found dead each year. 
   The largest remnant population of dugongs is that thriving in the sea off Trang province, especially near the beds of seagrass, the species' main diet, around and between Koh Muk and Koh Libong. The highest number of dugongs spotted in one day by a researcher last year was 66. However, it is estimated that the actual number of dugongs in the Trang sea could exceed 100. This particular dugong population, which consists of both adults and calves, owes its survival to a joint effort by the fishermen of Ban Chao Mai and those in nearby villages, together with academics and NGO workers. Over the past several years, these people have put life back to the once dying seagrass habitats-which serve as natural nurseries for fish and other marine creatures, the villagers' source of income-by banning dangerous fishing practices in the area, such as the use of the "push net", which uproots everything in its path. Also, as a result of an education and conservation campaign, intentional killing of the dugong for food and medicine has become rare.

   But tourism has become a new great threat. With the sea of Trang being promoted worldwide as a new destination,  more and more tour boats, large and small, are appearing in this quiet part of the Andaman. Many of them even venture into the dugongs' seagrass grazing grounds. Resorts and restaurants - many of them not equipped with proper waste and sewage treatment - are popping up on beaches both on the mainland and on islands. Roads and other facilities are being improved in preparation for future tourist influx.

   With the tourist season ending in May because of the upcoming southwestern monsoon, Trang locals have a few months to get themselves ready before the next, and larger, waves of visitors start to storm in around November. The fate of the last dugongs depends on how their human friends define "ready".   (
