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THE REGION

REGION FACES ALARMING ENVIRONMENTAL CRISIS

[United Nations Information Service/ESCAP: 5.6.01; The Nation: 3.5.01] - THE overall environment in the region has actually deteriorated since the Rio Conference, said ESCAP's Executive Secretary Kim Hak-Su on launching the State of the Environment Report in Asia and the Pacific 200o. "Environmental challenges that were identified in the 1990s continue to haunt the region and are in fact exacerbated by the emergence of new challenges linked to enhanced poverty and rapid globalization," said Kim.

   With the disappearance and disturbance of ecosystems, the rural population, mainly the poor, are migrating in large numbers to cities. Consequently, the urban population of the Asian and Pacific region which stood at 1.4 billion in 2000 has doubled in the last 20 years, the report stated. "It is projected to increase by 800 million in the next 20 years. This amounts to the establishment of a new city of 150,000 people every day for the next one-and-a half decade. “The magnitude of the challenge is indeed daunting," said Mr Kim unveiling ESCAP's report on World Environment Day, 5 June.

   Like poverty, globalization also had serious impacts on the natural resources and environment over the last decades. It has contributed to the loss of forest and biodiversity in the pursuit of maximizing export earnings, the report stated. Additionally, the Asian financial crisis resulting in economic and social turmoil also had adverse effects on the environment. In many countries, environmental budgets have been reduced leading to fewer investments in conservation of resources, mitigation of environmental degradation and the development of clean technologies. Water quality has deteriorated steadily by a combination of factors such as uncontrolled discharge of sewage and industrial effluents, chemicals added by the agricultural run-off and undisposed human excreta.

   "Is Asia heading for another crisis - an environmental crisis? The alarm bells are already sounding, calling for urgent attention of the international community. This is the major challenge confronting us in the new millennium, 

which must be squarely addressed by the World Summit on Sustainable Development next year," said Kim.

   ESCAP, Kim said, has already undertaken some significant initiatives towards evolving a consensus on how to ameliorate the environment. It convened a Ministerial Conference on Environment and Development in September 2000 at Kitakyushu, Japan, which adopted the Regional Action Programme on Environment and Development in Asia and the Pacific, 2001-2005. 

   The ESCAP report estimates that provision of environmental infrastructure and utilities such as water supply, sanitation, energy and transport in urban areas alone will cost around 10 trillion dollars in the next 25 to 30 years in the 'business-as-usual' scenario.
   A new study dealing with the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) region also paints a gloomy picture of ecosystems and ethnic minorities under threat from development. The report, recently released by the Stockholm Environment Institute (SEI), warns the GMS is primarily threatened by large-scale dam and road projects.

   China’s Yunnan province has the greatest number of hydro-power plants already established, followed by Burma, Laos and Vietnam. The dams could cause serious environmental and social impact because they will impede the flow of the Mekong River to downstream areas and pose a major threat to biodiversity in the lower reaches.

   The central Mekong region is home to some of the most untouched wilderness areas in Asia. As such, it is highly vulnerable to ecological risks, and there are already 29 hydro power plants either planned or already operating, including Nam Theun and Nam Ngum in Laos. 

   Another area covered by the SEI study is the Golden Quadrangle that faces major changes as a result of the construction of a super-highway from Chiang Rai in Thailand to China’s Kunming, via Burma and Laos. The area is highly regarded for the diversity of its indigenous peoples. However, they rely on increasingly degraded natural resources. While governments eagerly await the great economic benefits expected as a result of opening up the area for tourism and trade, the risks posed to communities ill-prepared to cope with rapid change are staggering. Not the least of these were drug abuse and prostitution, said the report.   (
CAMBODIA QUERIES MEKONG TOURISM PLAN

[Bangkok Post: 27.5.01] – CAMBODIA is concerned over the possible environmental impact of a joint tourism development plan in the Mekong river backed by Burma, China, Laos and Thailand, according to its environment minister, Mok Mareth.

   "We're talking about diversion of waterways. When you abolish islands, it creates an impact on the water system," he recently said at an International Conference on Biodiversity and Society at Columbia University in New York. "It could create more floods than before, I don't know. But we have to assess impact from the dredging."  
   Mok Mareth was responding to news reports that his country's four neighbours to the north have agreed to jointly develop tourism along the Mekong river. The plan calls for the deepening and widening of the water channel to allow large tour boats to pass through. This would necessitate blasting small islands dotting the river. Environmentalists are concerned the blasting would destroy the natural habitat of fish and other aquatic species.

   Mok Mareth's major concern was the water flow which could change and cause a negative impact downstream. Parties to the plan, he said, should adhere to United Nations guidelines on assessing the environmental impact of major development projects which could affect Cambodia and Vietnam. He called for a dialogue involving all countries in the Mekong basin. He said the Mekong River Commission (MRC) should look at all issues involved and organize regional discussions with the aim of launching an environmental impact study.

   However, while the MRC may wish to get involved in the plan, it may lack the mandate to do so. The Commission is operating under the 1995 agreement among Cambodia, Laos, Vietnam and Thailand, whereas China and Burma are not members to the agreement. However, Burma, China, Laos and Thailand have signed a commercial navigation agreement and are jointly forging the tourism development plan. While China and Burma are eager to get started, Laos and Thailand are more cautious and have suggested an impact assessment study be conducted. The stumbling block is that each country is to be responsible for conducting a study on the section of the river which will be affected. Laos appears to have to bear the heaviest burden, but is the least able to afford it.

  In spite of its professed concern about the environmental impact, Cambodia is anxious to be invited to participate in the tourism project. "Cambodia should be a part of the project provided that mitigation measures are taken," said Mok Mareth. But he admitted that Cambodia might not be in a position to participate because of poor infrastructure and because it is difficult to navigate in the stretch of Mekong that flows through the country.   (
GMS TOURISM MEETING ADDRESSES THE ISSUE OF POVERTY

[Agency for Coordinating Mekong Tourism Activities (AMTA) Newsletter: April 2001] – BETWEEN 31 March and 1 April, the sixth Mekong Tourism Forum (MTF) was held in Kunming, the capital of China’s Yunnan province. The meeting was organized by the Pacific-Asia Travel Association (PATA) in cooperation with the Asian Development Bank (ADB), the UN Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP) and the national tourism organizations from the six Mekong countries and attended by some 215 delegates from governments, international organizations and the private sector. The MTF is a major project of the ADB-led Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) tourism cooperation scheme.

   Apart from addressing issues related to marketing and destination management, MTF participants discussed ADB’s plans to focus on tourism as a major force in alleviating poverty in the Asian region (see also new frontiers 7[2]). The ADB has already funded about US$20 billion worth of large-scale regional infrastructure and transportation projects, and is now vowing to shift its focus to areas like ecotourism, community development and stronger public-private sector partnerships. The Bank claims this will ensure local ownership of projects and their long-term sustainability.

   Paisan Wangsai, Director of the Agency for Coordinating Mekong Tourism Activities (AMTA) lauded the cooperative spirit among the GMS tourism officials, which he said had been instrumental in helping the region achieve visitor arrivals of 14.1 million in 2000. “However, major challenges lie ahead of us including how to attract quality and high yield tourists to the region, the improvement of tourism-related infrastructure and how to attract investors to invest in tourism and services in the GMS,” Paisan said.

   So far, the ADB and other agencies involved in the GMS tourism programme have not revealed a concrete plan as to how exactly more benefits from tourism can “trickle-down” to improve the living standard of poor farmers and indigenous peoples. To suggest tourism development as a “poverty alleviation” strategy, while encouraging large corporations to invest in mega-infrastructure projects, many of which cause serious social and environmental impacts, seems to be a contradiction in terms. In addition, the ADB-led GMS tourism working group has not even made a serious effort to provide a forum that allows people’s organizations to express their tourism-related concerns and to present their development alternatives based on the principles of economic equity, social justice, cultural integrity and ecological sustainability. Under these conditions, the new rhetoric of tourism as a force for “poverty reduction” may be primarily a public relations exercise to diffuse growing criticisms.   (
BURMA

Campaign

‘PHONEY PLANET’ ACTION

[SCAN: May 2001; Lonely Planet Publications: Feb. 2001] - Human rights advocates from the United Kingdom and other tourist-sending countries have called for a boycott of all Lonely Planet (LP) publications until it withdraws its Burma travel guide from the market. They say the latest edition of LP’s Burma guide includes significant inaccuracies, and it is unethical that the company promotes Burma tourism that is built on slave labour, destruction of communities and violent mistreatment of its citizens (see also new frontiers 6[3]). 

   A group called SCAN has recently renewed the call for action and encouraged concerned citizens to write letters to LP to confirm their intention to boycott the company’s products. Its Action Alert ‘Phony Planet’ says: “The ruling military government in Burma uses murder, torture, starvation, forced slave labour and [a] myriad of other abuses to keep its iron grip on power. The rightfully elected government (whose leader, Aung San Suu Kyi, has spent most of the years since the election imprisoned in her house) is pleading with tourists to stay away. Even the most conscious, right-minded tourist lines the government’s coffers with $200 on arrival. And most [of] every dollar that makes it to the government is spent on buying weapons against its own people.” 

   SCAN further notes that people who send protest letters to LP can expect that they will be served by the company with “a written heap of steaming corporate glop about how tourism can supply the poverty stricken Burmese civilians with an influx of much needed money.”

   And indeed, activists from Thailand, for example, who wrote to LP in support of the boycott, received a personal email from Tony Wheeler of LP publications, along with a 10-page report he had written on his last trip to Burma in January. Although admitting that not all is well in the country, Wheeler claims that people in Burma felt the situation had improved “noticeably”. “’Nobody is going back to the barricades, people are much more content’, were the sentiments we heard expressed on a number of occasions from both expats and local people,” Wheeler claims.

   He further claims, “nobody, not one single person we met in Myanmar [Burma], supported a tourism boycott” and questions whether Aung San Suu Kyi has actually called on tourists not to visit Burma, saying her words were a matter of “interpretation”. “Even the very strongest supporters of ‘the lady’, people who had gone to jail for her and still worked actively… for her programs still believed tourism was a good thing and encouraged visitors to come to Myanmar [Burma],” writes Wheeler.    

   As LP still defies the spirit of the Burmese movement for democracy and freedom and refuses to withdraw its controversial Burma guidebook, the boycott campaign continues. 

   For more information on the ‘Phoney Planet’ action, contact: “SCAN Org”<scanorg@yahoo.ca>. 

IN A CHANGED LAND

As a juxtaposition to Tony Wheeler’s Lonely Planet report (see above), we are sharing here excerpts from a story by Thalia Isaak who also observed significant changes, when she recently visited Burma and talked to local people [The Irrawaddy: March/Apr. 2001]. But what she learned and heard in Burma vastly differs from the LP official’s views regarding “improvements” in the country. 

BY extraordinary contrast, downtown Rangoon of February 2001 presents a different facet of its personality. Writers, political observers, teachers, health care employees, artists and a few students without overt political connections all agree that modern development has come to the Golden Land in the form of CPN: Cars, Plastic, and NGOs.

   Soldiers are still stationed around government buildings [in Rangoon], but they look very bored, and – this amazes me, because it is so different than 1996 – they are not averse to exchanging a few pleasant words if I begin by explaining that I am lost, will you help me? This morning, by happenstance, I share a cab with a German tourist who remarks, “For a military dictatorship, there certainly isn’t a lot of military around.” She sounds vaguely disappointed.

   I do not mention her comment to the man I am going to visit, because I know it would irritate him. Having spent so many years in prison, he understands only too well that the presence or absence of machine guns in the streets is only a small part of living under a dictatorship. Besides, anyone who pays serious attention to the situation in Burma knows that the military has been stockpiling weapons for use, and using them, against their populace for many years.

   At one point, discussing with him Rangoon, I venture, “But it does seem different this time.” There is an openness and an energy that was not possible in 1996. This is a very subjective observation, I know, based on a few days of wandering around and listening to people gossip and expound. Unlike the last time I was here, no one in mirrored sunglasses has followed me around or ripped film out of my camera. Subjectively, I think this is a good thing.

   My friend is frowning ever so slightly. “Just the other night, I stood at my window and watched a policeman slap a civilian’s face and start screaming at him and beating him right there in the street.”

   A moment passes. “But don’t you think that the dialogue between Aung San Suu Kyi and the regime is a positive sign?”

   He shakes his head. “What kind of dialogue do you have between a jailer and a prisoner? The generals are trying to cheat the world community, and the world community  – well, the business community – wants to get into Burma as much, as deeply, as they can, so they are anxious for good news. Now the generals are being congratulated for softening their stance. What softening? She is still not allowed to move. Most of the MPs [members of parliament] are still in prison. And every day, there is torture and violence in those prisons. The entire judical system is corrupt. We still have no free newspapers or organizations…”

   “Every day there is murder and rape in the ethnic areas. Last year, I visited Moulmein, the Mon state capital. I couldn’t find people speaking Mon there anymore. Just recently, a friend visited Taungyi and came back with the news that the whole Pao area in the city is gone, only Chinese from China live there now. Our ethnic groups are endangered species. They are being exterminated by this military government, the same one that is now commended for talking with ‘the lady’ and letting NGOs into the country!”

   “A lot of Western media, a lot of foreigners, are falling into the trap of this military regime.” He stands up in agitation. “Those NGOs have become pawns of the generals. They’re always being mentioned in the paper as an example of how open the country is, how the generals have allowed them in to help the people. Help the people they are crushing every day! It’s just theatre. Where is all the money going? Into the pockets of the generals and into the pockets of the white people who come here to do aid work. Aid money from the West is not going to topple this military government. We need moral and political support. We have enough theatre in Burma already. We are sick of it.”

   The next day, a friend who is a doctor picks up where we left off. She believes the junta is getting very good at dissimulation. “They hired Western media consultants. Now they understand how important it is to look nice. She laughs. “Our nice dictators. Have you seen a copy of The Myanmar Times? It’s in colour, edited by foreigners. Some profiles portray the generals as misunderstood men who are working hard to improve their country.” She pauses. “People who have suffered under the regime cannot read that sort of thing without feeling very bitter.”

   Discussing the critical situation of health care, I mention to the doctor I was surprised to read an article in The Myanmar Times about HIV/AIDS, and how a group of local businessmen in Rangoon are trying to address the problem of discrimination against people with AIDS. She replies, “Yes, that is a good thing. Though we don’t know if they’re going to do what they say they’re doing. I hope you don’t believe everything you read. The Mynamar Times is a Western act of propaganda, designed to make foreigners think they are reading real news. Burmese people are not fooled because we are accustomed to lies… If the government is genuinely interested in stopping the spread of AIDS, it would be helpful to allow writers and journalists to use the word ‘Condom’ in their articles and stories. That word is still consistently censored.

   In The Myanmar Times and the local tourism and culture magazine Today, the aid organizations are listed conspicuously as “foreign missions”. The doctor does not condemn their work, though she is realistic about what they are able to do. She knows both foreigners and Burmese people working for several different NGOs. “In the tradition of the SPDC [State Peace and Development Council], first you have to pay. Then you can do some small, good things. And then, of course, you have to pay again… If the NGO wasn’t here, this work couldn’t be done. But everything depends on the military commanders in the area. If they don’t want work done in a certain town or village, the have the power to stop it completely, and sometimes they do.”

   Days into my stay, fighting unexpectedly begins in Tachilek [the border town in Shan State opposite of Mae Sai in Thailand). Live fire is exchanged between the Thai and Burmese military. Within 48 hours, the price of rice increases by 75per cent, reportedly doubles in some areas. The American dollar is suddenly worth over 600 kyats, not 390. In my guesthouse people become nervous. The price of rice is like the blood pressure reading for the whole country; if it rises, there is danger ahead.

   For those who are already hungry, this danger is a literal, physical one, as it is for those who are being watched by the Military Intelligence. Someone I have travelled very far to talk with sends a message just before our meeting: it is better to cancel our appointment, the situation has changed. The price of rice is too high.

   To think you can be sure here is a mistake born of naivete and carelessness, encouraged by smiling faces of the people you see on the streets every day.   (
CAMBODIA

HUN SEN WANTS STUDY OF TOURIST SITES

[Phnom Penh Daily: 11.5.01; 25.5.01] – Cambodia has recently declared 2003 as ‘Visit Cambodia Year’, and during that year, the Kingdom also wants host the ASEAN Tourism Forum. It is probably in this context that Prime Minister Hun Sen wants provincial and local authorities to make a study of possible tourist attractions, proposals to develop them and gauge how they would benefit surrounding communities. He said that the Ministry of Tourism should seek expert advice on these reports and decide how best to deal with the task of turning them for tourist pleasure and “poverty reduction”.

   Hun Sen pointed out the prime consideration in the development of these sites should be protection of the environment. He said the Kingdom’s tourism potential was cultural and natural heritage-based, thus any development should ensure sustainability of the assets.

   The premier said that last year, about half a million visitors arrived in Cambodia, an increase of 27 per cent over the previous year. Foreign arrivals had further increased by 40.14 per cent in the first quarter of this year, with annual increases expected between 25 and 30 per cent to achieve a million or more visitors in 2003.

   Hun Sen further noted that more efforts were needed to attract tourists in the absence of financial and human resources. He said personal services should be upgraded, citing a tourist who said, "I love Cambodia, but I would not comeback" because of shabby treatment. Therefore, all Cambodians dealing with visitors should be courteous, helpful and go out of their way to make them feel welcome. In addition, the Ministry should put more emphasis on promotion, targeting audiences and maximize efforts, if possible by cooperating with the private sector.   ( 
SINGAPORE TO DRAFT TOURISM MASTER PLAN FOR ANGKOR

[The Nation: 11.5.01; Phnom Penh Daily: 16.5.01] – SINGAPORE is pursuing an aggressive regional tourism strategy by promising a 10-year master plan to nurture tourism at Cambodia’s world-renowned Angkor Wat temple complex near the gateway city of Siem Reap. The plan will basically call for the creation of many new tourist facilities and suggest ways of coping with the expected surge of visitors to the 12th century shrines. 
   "Nobody can replicate Angkor Wat," said Singapore’s Prime Minister, Goh Chok Tong, when he visited Angkor for two days in the beginning of May. "We will do a methodical plan", said Goh, adding that while the public sector would be drawing up the plan, both the public and private sectors would be involved in the subsequent stages. He would also ask the Ministry of Trade and Industry and the Singapore Tourism Board to work on the plan, which is expected to take between six and nine months to complete.

   Goh said Angkor’s potential was now limited by the lack of facilities like rain shelters, food kiosks and toilets. "There’s not a single toilet in whole area," he pointed out. If the plan gets the approval from the Cambodian government, negotiations would start on jointly implementing it, and Singapore would help to promote Angkor as a destination, said Goh. 
   Goh felt that tourism had better potential than other areas for development because the basic attractions were already there. Singapore is linked to Siem Reap and Phnom Penh by direct SilkAir flights. The subsidiary of Singapore Airlines is expected to seek rights to carry passengers between the two Cambodian cities, now served by Royal Air Cambodge, Royal Phnom Penh International Airways and Siem Reap International Airways. Insiders say that SilkAir wants to bring tourists for round trips from Singapore to Siem Reap and Phnom Penh.   ( 
ARISTON’S SIHANOUKVILLE PROJECT RESUMES

[Phnom Penh Daily: 15.5.01] - The development of an airport in Sihanoukville and a resort project, which had been on hold for several years, is being revived. According to a Phnom Penh Daily report, the Minister for Urban Development, Em Chhun Lim recently visited the project being undertaken by the Malaysian company, Ariston Bhd, to study the plan for a 1,200 metre runway, a new arrival and departure terminal and other facilities. The report also notes Ariston’s plans to build a holiday resort, including a 32-hectare golf course. 

   In January 1995, the government signed a contract with Ariston to establish a huge tourism complex - including hotels, casinos, golf courses and marinas – on Naga and Takiev Islands off the coast near Sihanoukville. The deal was made under the condition that the Malaysian company builds an airport, a power station, roads and other facilities in the port city. Since the signing of the contract was shrouded in secrecy, without control by the National Assembly and public scrutiny, the project was seen with great suspicion and provoked controversy, involving corruption charges and other accusations.   (
BOOSTING TOURISM-RELATED INFRASTRUCTURE

[Phnom Penh Daily: 26.5.01; 4.6.01] – IN anticipation of a new tourism boom, Cambodia is rushing to complete road projects and considering a plan for a new international airport in Phnom Penh. 

   Premier Hun Sen recently expressed anger over the standstill on two key road projects, which he officially launched six months ago. He called for an immediate enquiry into why the Malaysian company, Muhibbah-Masteron, was dragging its feet over the multi-million dollar upgrade of sections of national highway six and seven.

   The premier told reporters after closing a tourism conference held in May that quick completion of the roads was important because of the immediate economic benefits from the usage of the roads. Accusing the company of holding up development, Hun Sen said he thought that a foreign company would be more reliable, but Muhibbah-Masteron had disappointed him.

   The projects, funded by a US$70 million loan from the Asian Development Bank, are part of the National Route 6 from Kompong Thom to the Siem Reap border and Route 7 from Tnol Keng to Memot. The company had also won a bid to upgrade a section of highway 7A from Tnol Toteng to Memot. 
   The premier earlier told the conference that the road from Poipet to Siem Reap must be completed by July, again because of its immediate economic importance. He said that about 1,000 visitors are expected to enter Cambodia at Poipet each day and travel to Siem Reap on the road, generating about US$600,000 monthly in visa fees alone. The prime minister also said the stretch from Rolous in Kompong Thom to Siem Reap was on target.

  According to officials, Phnom Penh may also need a new international airport for jumbo jets because Pochentong does not have a long-enough runway for long-haul aircrafts. Extending the 3,000- meter runway at Pochentong by another 600 meters for jumbos would mean the relocation of a market and residential buildings. This will not only be expensive but is also seen as a time-consuming and sensitive exercise. 

   Under-Secretary for Civil Aviation, Keo Sophal pointed out the airport expansion is likely to create a major traffic problem. The airport developing company SCA, however, wants to go ahead and extent the runway, although there is no time frame. SCA recently said the development was planned for an estimated 20 per cent annual increase in passengers, but the official projection of visitor arrivals has substantially increased.

   Industry insiders maintain until wide-bodied, long haul jets can land, Pochentong will remain a feeder airstrip for regional terminals like Bangkok or Ho Chi Minh City. This will seriously affect the inflow of tourists, they note. Keo Sophal’s reading of the extension problem indicates that the projected growth of arrivals would require a second international airport, with Kompong Chhnang seen as a likely candidate because of development possibilities. The current north-western rail link, cutting through Kompong Chhnang, is slated for upgrade as part of a Singapore-Kunming regional rail network. Thus, it has many advantages over Pochentong. But there are doubts about the viability and funding of a new airport project.   (
THAILAND
TOURISM PLAN IGNORES THREATS TO ENVIRONMENT

[The Nation: 20.5.01; 25.5.01] – ONCE again, the tourism industry is being seen as the saviour of the Thai economy, which is affected by another global economic downturn. The government of Thaksin Shinawatra has put forward an ambitious plan to attract an extra 1.9 million tourism, in addition to some 9.6 million visitors in 2000, and to increase foreign exchange earnings by 20 per cent within one year (see also new frontiers 7[2]).

   While pepping up the tourist trade during a recent government workshop in Chiang Mai, public voices complained that Prime Minister Thaksin failed to seriously address tourism-related social and environmental issues, which raises questions about whether his tourism programme can be sustained in the long run.

   A well-formulated conservation plan to counter negative impacts was conspicuously absent from the Chiang Mai workshop. This suggests that the country’s natural resources, especially attractions like beaches, forests and mountains will continue to suffer further deterioration. An editorial in The Nation argued that tourism during the “bubble era” that ended with the outbreak of the financial crisis in 1997 “was disastrously managed.”

   “It contributed heavily to widespread land speculation, excessive promotion of hotels which led to a massive glut, and abuse of the environment and the rights of small landholders by unscrupulous investors. The eagerness to promote tourism also meant a worsening of Thai society through prostitution and narcotics. State agencies joined the bandwagon to try, for example, to open up national parks with little concern for [the ecology].” 

   The editorial concludes, the government has yet to clarify the dilemma facing the tourist industry. “The government, aided by the TAT [Tourism Authority of Thailand] must be careful about using tourism to provide a quick-fix remedy for the economy. Too much has already been lost in the cause of political expediency.” (see also ‘Opinion’ and ‘Phuket’).   (
Opinion

WELCOME TO THIGHLANDIA

The prime minister is touting tourism as a quick fix for the country’s staggering economy. The consequences are not a matter of prediction, the evidence is there for anyone who wants to look, writes Chang Noi (a pseudonym) in The Nation (30.4.01).

When the Thai economy hits trouble, the government turns to tourism. It happened in the last crisis in the early 1980s. With agriculture slumping and industry moribund, the economic planners seized on services. They sent on 200,000 Thai workers off to the Middle East and doubled tourist arrivals in five years.

   As the prime minister [Thaksin Shinawatra] recently said, tourism is quick, cheap, and easy. The ingredients are already there. Sun, sea, smiles, culture. Some of these spare resources haven’t even been sold yet. With better marketing, the returns will jump. Twenty billion baht more from Chiang Mai. Ten more from Phuket. Another twenty from everywhere else. All by this time next year.

   Amid this enthusiasm, it’s difficult to detect words like “control” or “consequences”. The consequences are not a matter of theory or prediction. The evidence is there for anyone who wants to look. Thailand’s main tourist product is the beach resort, with sun, sea, sand and the S-word, which the tourist planners seem so reluctant to talk about. 

   The development cycle is clear from the experience of 40 years.

   Stage 1: Start with a place of outstanding beauty, which attracts people because it is drop-dead gorgeous. Impose absolutely no controls. Allow get-rich-quick entrepreneurs to encroach on the beach, blow up the rocks, scatter garbage and pour concrete everywhere.

   Stage 2: The resort is now popular but rapidly losing its natural charm. Add large quantities of sex and comfort. Build large, luxurious hotels. Import lots of girls.

   Stage 3: By now the natural beauty is totally obliterated. The seafront is an essay in bad architecture. The hinterland is a shantytown of beer bars. Develop the remains as a male fantasy theme park. Add anything with testosterone appeal – big motorbikes, shooting ranges, go-kart tracks, boxing rings, archery. Bring in more and more girls (and boys). There you have it: Thighlandia. Then stack it high and sell it cheap. You can travel round Thailand and see this development cycle in action.

   Pattaya is long in stage 3. Phuket is hovering on the borderline between stage 2 and stage 3. The island has become a building site. Patong is spreading like a stain. Hua Hin is on the edge between stage 1 and stage 2. The architectural assault on the beauty of the beach-front is complete. Over the last year, Patong-ization has started, and the old fishing village is filling up with girls, bars and the trappings of Thighlandia.

   Thailand’s second tourist product is the hill town offering a mixture of mountain scenery, old culture, and exotic peoples. This has also its development cycle. 

   The first visitors are attracted by nature and adventure. They climb the hills, paddle the rivers, visit the hill peoples, experience the temples. They generate little revenue, but they create a reputation.

   At stage 2, as the numbers of visitors increase, the original appeal of nature and adventure is swamped. The temples are buried by high-rise hotels. The treks are too crowded to offer any fantasy of adventure. What’s left is buying things to take home.

   At stage 3, the place is transformed into an exotic theme park with a huge specialty store. The hill peoples and other “natural” attractions are arranged like a zoo. The “traditional native products” are manufactured on industrial principles and sold through an ever-spreading flea market. Then add some of the bits of Thighlandia for good measure.

   Thailand’s third tourist product is the festival. Mostly these have been marketed domestically. But in the last few years, the tourist authority has started turning these into export products. Originally, Songkran was a subtle mix of two festivals found all over Asia. The first is an intimate rite of blessing by pouring water. The second is the world-turned-upside-down. For one day only, the hierarchy is upended, and social constraints are removed. Both these festivals have cultural meaning and social purpose. The rite of blessing brings people together. The day-of-misrule is an opportunity to release tensions and adjust hierarchies.

   Songkran today has become a water fight. In essence, it’s a blown-up version of a paintball battle, a real world experience of a videogame splatfest. The underlying principle (as with battle simulations and arcade wars) is the exercise of violence, relieved of all its nasty consequences (blood and death). The rite of blessing has disappeared. The drama of misrule has been lost.

   The current enthusiasm for tourism is more than Thaksin’s dream of a quick fix in a bad year, a yah bah [methamphetamine] pill for the economy. Last year, the World Bank produced a report on Thailand’s economic prospects after the crisis. Shorn of all the formal language, the report said: everything else is hopeless; turn Thailand into a theme park. The proposal now is to double tourist arrivals in a handful of  years. That means another Pattaya, another Phuket, another battered “Rose of the North”, another “Splatkran”.
PHUKET IN THE SPOTLIGHT
[Bangkok Post: 16.5.01] – UNDER the new tourism plan, Phuket has been named an international city to generate an extra 50 billion baht (US$1.1 billion) annually from tourism. However, excess tourism has already placed a heavy drain on the island’s natural resources.

   There once was an estimated 272sqkm of inland and mangrove forests on Phuket but the area under cover now has decreased to just 32sqkm and continues to shrink every year.

   An influx of immigrants from other provinces has resulted in about 50 slums housing at least 100,000 people. These people live in unhygienic surroundings without adequate utilities. And as they are not registered as residents of Phuket, funding is not made available to improve their living conditions.

   Phuket is also notorious for its high number of Aids inflicted. It was the 20th worst-affected province in 1996, but today it is second only to Phayao and is the worst-affected in the South.

   There also are political problems. Local bodies are heavily influenced by local gang-lords and corrupt politicians. This has contributed to the rape of the natural resources. The local bodies only protect the interests of their overlords. For example, attempts to introduce zoning, which would bar activities damaging to the environment such as shrimp farms and elephants treks for tourists, have consistently been rejected. Shrimp farms continue to encroach on forest reserves, while the elephants destroy the coral when carrying tourists into the sea.

   The authorities are aware of the problems caused by the shrimp farms but do nothing to enforce a law introduced in October 1997 banning the farms. Shrimp farmers have said they will accept zoning but all operating farms must be allowed to continue. There is also opposition to the zoning of elephant camps. Operators say introducing zones now would disadvantage those operating outside the designated areas. Plans for night entertainment zones have been rejected on the same grounds.

   Zoning was tried in 1976, when the Tourism Authority conducted a tourism development study. The idea was shelved because it could have affected land use by the rich and powerful. Laws intended to protect the environment carry no weight on the island. The destruction of coral is just one example of the flouting of the law, with the excuse that tourism activities are an important money-spinner.

   Hotels encroaching on beaches has been another longstanding problem in the island province. One five-star hotel continues to operate, despite a Counter Corruption Commission ruling calling for the rescinding of its operating licence. The Phuket governor has simply ignored the order.

   Even if the government can develop Phuket as an international tourism city, there could be more adverse effects on the local people. "Of course, income from tourism will rise. But the lives of local people may deteriorate because of the higher cost of living. Who will take care of these people?" Charn Wongsatayanon, chairman of the Phuket Chamber of Commerce, recently noted at a seminar on the international city plans.

   Chavalit na Nakhon, an adviser to the People's Rights Project, a group representing local people, said, "People's representatives have never been invited to a meeting on the international city campaign. The only private sector people joining such meetings are businessmen. Villagers have never been told how the promotion plan will affect their lives." 

   The island attracts three million tourists already each year, vastly overwhelming the 250,000 residents, so the island could already be considered an international city, albeit a poorly organized one. Without direction, investors have pushed development too fast for any environment protection measures or efforts at sustainable development to keep pace.

   Lately, there has been talk of developing Phuket into a cyber city, a free port and now an international city. But with all of this talk, no one has suggested a remedy to the problems of environmental damage, the slum developments and the gangland activities which bedevil the island.   (
DISNEYLAND FOR THE POVERTY-STRUCK NORTHEAST?
[Bangkok Post: 7.5.01] – A SENATOR from Phayao province and chairman of the Senate Committee on Tourism, Suradej Yasawat, wants to bring Disneyland and Universal Studios parks to the arid and poverty-struck area of Thung Kula Rong Hai [Plain of Nomads’ Tears], which straddles several northeastern provinces. He said he had contacted Disney Theme Park Development Division of Walt Disney Co, to propose the area as a location for its amusement park. 
   "[The executives of Disney] they said they have been very interested for a long time,” said Suradej. “In fact, they had contacted the government many years ago but the administration had had too many conditions. More importantly, they had been concerned about corruption and kickbacks, so they scrapped the plan," he said.

   Suradej further noted he had explained to Disney that the current government would need to renegotiate the project because it could help stimulate the economy. Thung Kula Rong Hai was suitable, he said. The plain, which covers 3,360sqkm in Roi-et, Maha Sarakham, Surin and Si Sa Ket provinces, could easily accommodate a Disneyland park of about 160sqkm.

   Cheap land rent and labour would be attractive for such a project while there were enough quality hotels in the Northeast to serve visitors, he said, adding, "More importantly, the cheap cost of living in Thailand will be a strong point. A lot of tourists cannot visit Tokyo Disneyland because of the high cost of living there."
   Suradej believes that Thailand might indeed have a Disneyland, as Disney was unsuccessful in its amusement park in France and had outdated amusement machines to be replaced in the US. "Tourists have become bored with old attractions and the development division is inventing new equipment. If they think Thailand is a suitable location, they may move the [old] machines to Thailand," he said.

   "Such projects will create jobs for Thai people and attract investment and tourists to the country," Suradej argued. He said he had also sent a similar proposal to Universal Studios in the US.   (
OLD CITY OF BANGKOK SET TO LOSE ITS HEART AND SOUL

[The Nation: 27.5.01] – IF the members of a government committee have their way, they will turn the Rattanakosin Old Town area in Bangkok to the 19th century in a Disney-style scheme that will see only the facades of the historic buildings remaining. Opponents of the project say that ‘Old’ Bangkok will lose its spirit.

   Many residents of this historic landmark are not aware of the huge transformation about to descent on their community, and they will have to decide soon, either to go, resist eviction or find a compromise with the authorities.

   Apparently many of the existing buildings are not old enough to fit in with the historical ambience of the early Rattanakosin period up to Rama V (1868-1910) and are thought of as being not worthy of national pride or as tourist attractions. According to the scheme, only historical buildings and activities that promote the splendour of ancient places and temples should be allowed to exist. But critics say this is a “mad totalitarian plan”, which disregards the city’s life and evolution.

   “The aim is to widen the vista of the palaces and temples, which are the pride of our nation,” said Adul Wichiencharoen, chairman of a panel scrutinizing implementation plans to conserve and develop the Old City. 

   To boost tourism and increase recreation areas, a large number of people would need to be moved out of premises that belong to government agencies and educational institutes. At least 200,000 people live and work in the old town. Adul said activities within the site had to be confined to tourism and represent the “beauty and culture” in the city. “Only souvenir and food shops operating within the buildings and the designated shopping area will be allowed. There will be no room for street vendors, since they disrupt the traffic and are an eyesore,” he said.

   “It’s like a Hollywood project for the American middle classes,” countered Charnvit Kasetsiri, a historian at Bangkok’s Thammasart University. “If the plan only involves conserving buildings to serve tourists then, it will be no different from Disney Land.”

   Kwansuang Adiphote, an architect from Chulalongkorn University and civic society advocate, agreed, saying the plan amounted to “nonsense” without taking into consideration the communities’ livelihoods. “How can they restore the Old Town by eradicating the [newer] buildings and the people?” he asked.   (
VIETNAM

ADB, SWEDEN TO MANAGE SEA ENVIRONMENT 

[Vietnam News Agency: 6.6.01] – TWENTY-NINE coastal cities and provinces of Vietnam have been earmarked by a technical assistance programme on sea environment management funded by the Asia Development Bank (ADB) and the Swedish International Development Agency (SIDA)'s Development Fund. 

   ADB and SIDA planned to invest some US$47.4 million in the programme from now to 2005. Under the project, Vietnam's coastline will be zoned off into 12 areas for development of fisheries and sea tourism products, and for the preservation of sea bio-diversity. 

   Twenty-nine sea reserves covering 612,000 ha will be set up in 29 coastal localities of Vietnam, from northern Quang Ninh province to southern Kien Giang province. In addition, coastal ecology in 18,000 ha of 21 out of 29 sea reserves are to be improved. 

   Within the project, Con Dao of southern Ba Ria-Vung Tau province has been selected as a pilot area for combining ecological tourism with community development and improving environment management capacity at  the district level in the 2001-2002 period.   (
