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THE REGION

ASEAN DELEGATES PONDER UNSAVOURY SIDE OF TOURISM 

[Phnom Penh Daily: 17.7.01] - PROMOTING ASEAN as a tourist destination has its disadvantages. Indonesia is perceived as unstable because of political crisis, and there is fear of kidnappers in the Philippines. Thailand and Cambodia attract substantial numbers of the wrong types - sex tourists and paedophiles. 
   Beginning of July, senior officials of national tourism organizations met in Phnom Penh to discuss the wonderful attractions the 10-member states have for tourists. However, discussions shifted quickly to the negative aspects. Delegates from tiny states, Brunei and Singapore, were up against undesirable visitors. "We want people to come here, not for sex, but for adventure, for underwater life which is best in the world and the exotic islands," said Brunei’s Director General of Tourism, Sheikh Jamaluddin Mohamad.

   Adventure is what tourists got last year after being kidnapped from a Malaysian island off Borneo and kept hostage for weeks in the southern Philippines. Singapore laments about sex tourism. "It must not be allowed to become the only issue of appeal for a destination in ASEAN. 

   "We must be committed to enforcement and to communicating our feelings about this", asserted Asad Shiraz of the Singapore Tourism Promotion Board. Shiraz said the image of one country had the potential for hurting the whole grouping. His solution: "The start is accepting that this is happening and then being committed to resolving the problem". That is what the meeting decided to do, urge national governments to do what it can to improve security, reduce crime and come up with a mechanism to stop paedophiles coming. As for political crises, however,  that is certainly a matter beyond conferences like this.   (
INCREASING CONCERN OVER CHILD TRAFFICKING AND PROSTITUTION

[The Nation: 26.6.01; 3.7.01; 9.8.01] - ALL around Thailand, at border checkpoints with neighbouring countries, there is an illicit trade in people, a constant flow of girls to do sex work in Thai bars and brothels and of cheap labourers to hundreds of farms and factories of all kinds - from the Burmese hill tribes through Mae Sai in the North, Karen refugees through Mae Sot in the West, to Indonesians and other nationals through Hat Yai in the South. 
   In the East, in the back streets of the Cambodian border town Poipet, children are bought and sold like cattle. Poipet has become a boom town - hailed recently as the 'Asian Las Vegas' - a magnet for the rural unemployed from poverty-stricken western Cambodia. On weekends, the influx of visitors from Thailand, where casinos and gambling are illegal, reaches 2,000 people a day. Six large casinos have been built in recent years, and three more are being built or have been approved.

   In the shadows of the town's new casinos, the 'slave' trade in young sex workers is rampant. The children are victims of a highly lucrative, illegal industry. Youngsters are bought or leased for use as 'professional' street hawkers and members of begging groups on the tourist strips in Bangkok, or beach resorts like Pattaya, Phuket and Hua Hin.

   Widespread rural poverty and corruption, plus low levels of education and vocational training are root causes why Poipet has become a hub for human traffickers. One Cambodian NGO estimates up to 800 women and children are smuggled into Thailand a month. Many of them are taken to brothels in Pattaya and Bangkok.

   The Bangkok-Poipet 'border-run' project of the International Organization of Migration (IOM) is part of a three-year US$2.5 million programme funded by the Australian government to help fight human trafficking in Southeast Asia. The aim is to return and reintegrate vulnerable women and children to six countries in the Mekong region - Thailand, Cambodia, Laos, Vietnam, Burma and China. 

   Cambodian IOM officer Virak Panha Sokha conducts initial interviews with children held at Bangkok's Immigration Detention Centre, then accompanies them back to Poipet every couple of weeks. He said: "A high number of the kids are afraid of me when I first interview them. They have been told by the traffickers not to say anything… Many of them are crying and distraught."

   Girls aged 13 to 17 years old were often forced into sex work. Sometimes, they started out as housekeepers and progressed to a karaoke bar or nightclub, Virak explained. He recounted a the story of a 13-year-old Vietnamese-Cambodian who ended up having sex with a foreign customer, whom she originally met in Pattaya, then met again at the Nana Plaza red-light centre in Bangkok. Her virginity was lost for Bt7,000. After having sex with six more foreigners, she pleaded with Virak not to tell her mother what she had done. Her mother had rented her out because of a heavy gambling debt.

   Social workers with NGOs in Poipet and Aranyaprathet on the Thai side say crossing the border at Poipet is child's play, and it is difficult to detect the human traffickers. "The Cambodian police don't care about child trafficking," one said. Some traffickers simply pay the border officers a 200 to 300 baht bribe [US$4.40-6.60], while the child pretends to sleep.

   The World Tourism Organization (WTO) and the international NGO End Child Prostitution and Trafficking (ECPAT) have developed a Code of Conduct for the Protection of Children from Sexual Exploitation in Travel and Tourism. Beginning of July, senior officials of Asia-Pacific national tourism organizations met with WTO officials, NGOs and lawyers in Bangkok to discuss the Code and measures to be implemented in order to curb tourism-related sexual exploitation of children.

   As Thailand is considered to be one of the major destinations of sex tourists and paedophiles, it should take a leading role in adopting a code of conduct, which denounces and discourages child sex tourism, the meeting concluded.

   Thai prosecutor Wanchai Roujanavong, who heads the Office of the Attorney-General's criminal-law centre, said that tour operators and tourism promotion authorities need to be aware of the problem of child-sex tourism and take active measures to prevent it. Child-sex tourism encouraged trafficking in children for the purpose of commercial sex. The demands of tourists add to the local demand and, thus, require an increased supply of victims, said Wanchai. The high price paid by tourists or tour operators was a strong incentive for procurers to lure more children into prostitution, he added.   ( 

BURMA

NEW MEDIA CAMPAIGN TO COUNTER TOURISM SLUMP 

[Xinhua: 1.8.01; The Nation: 31.7.01; 15.8.01] - SINCE the growth of tourism has fallen short of expectations, the military junta has vowed to portray Burma's 'true image' at home and abroad by launching an English-language TV channel via satellite.

   According to official statistics, in 2000, the number of tourists arrivals was registered at 234,900, falling by 9.3 per cent from 1999. Of them, 49 per cent entered the country by land through border points.  In the first quarter of this year, only 42,998 foreign tourists visited Burma, dropping by 37. 8 per cent compared with the corresponding period of 2000, the country's Economic Indicators said in its latest issue. The fall in tourist arrivals was obvious in the number of those travelling overland, reaching only 4,732 during the three-month period and constituting a fall of 85.1 percent in the cross-border arrivals from the same period of 2000 when it was 31,762.
   The sharp reduction of cross-border tourist arrivals was seen as being due to the outbreak of border clashes between Burma and Thailand in February which lasted until June. 

   Lt-General Khin Nyunt, Secretary One of the ruling State Peace and Development Council (SPDC), recently blamed the Western media and Burmese exiles for the spread of 'misinformation' about the country, which had a negative impact on the tourism industry. In the official Kyemon newspaper, he was quoted as saying, "Due to the currency crisis in Southeast Asia in 1997 and misinformation spread by Western news agencies and those who fled abroad after violating the law, the development of the tourism industry in Myanmar [Burma] fell short of expectations." 

   Burmese opposition groups, including the National League for Democracy (NLD) led by Aung San Suu Kyi, and international rights organizations have called for a tourism boycott to Burma because of the military regime's gross human rights violations. The close links between the development of the tourist industry and rights abuses such as mass evictions of local residents and forced labour have been well documented by the United Nations Human Rights Commission, the International Labour Organizations (ILO) and Burmese and international civic groups.

   In a bid to improve its bad image, the junta has begun satellite broadcasts beginning of August to promote Burma as a beautiful and peaceful country. The Myanmar Radio and Television English Programme uses Thaicom-3, a satellite owned by Shin Corp, the telecommunications conglomerate controlled by Thailand''s Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra. 

   The programme would be available on a "global beam" to homes in 120 countries, including most of Asia, said Richard Jones, Shin Corp communications officer in Bangkok. "Myanmar [Burma} is Shin Corp's second largest international client after India," he added.   (  

UN CHIEFS' APPEAL FOR BURMA AID SLAMMED

[BBC-World Service: 7.8.01; The Nation: 26.7.01; 8.8.01] - THE heads of nine United Nations' agencies operating in Burma, including the UN Children's Fund, the UN Drug Control Programme, the World Health Organization and World Food Programmes, recently called to lift international aid sanctions against Burma to avoid a humanitarian crisis in the country. 
   In a joint statement, the UN chiefs said aid sanctions imposed against Burma's military leaders mean that the country's poor and needy are receiving only a fraction of the aid given to other Asian nations. More than 500,000 Burmese are infected with HIV - the virus, which causes Aids - and many children are malnourished, they said. They argued the UN needs to dramatically overhaul the way it allocates money to Burma to alleviate suffering and ensure a basic level of care. 
   The Federation of Trade Unions-Burma (FTUP) slammed the UN agencies' call, saying the move may have been triggered by false information about the situation in Burma. According to a May report of the FTUB, quoting figures from 1988 to last year, the military regime's expenditures on defense had increased from 22.35 per cent to 49,93 per cent. At the same time, spending on health-care and education had dropped from 4.71 per cent and 12.9 per cent to 2.53 and 6.98, respectively.

   Countering the UN's argument, the FTUB also quoted military leader General Khin Nyunt as saying that sanctions by the West did not have much impact on Burma, and referred to a figure from the Burmese Central Statistics Organization that foreign investment in the country for the first quarter of this year rose by US$41.49 million.

    "As Lt-Khin Nyunt and the Central Statistics Organization are never wrong, we may conclude that the UN employees are wrong," said the statement issued by the FTUB. The labour organizations suggested that the UN agencies should rather tell the junta to increase spending on health and education, restructure the country's foreign direct investment to benefit agriculture - Burma's main economic sector - and stop using forced labour. They further challenged the UN officials to report to the UN headquarters how they had been restricted from going into the field to obtain information. "This would help the UN and the international community get an unbiased view and would be extremely useful in the decision-making regarding Burma," the statement said.

   In a separate development, the International Confederation of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU), made up of 216 trade unions in 145 countries, recently declared that Burma is still the "world's biggest forced labour camp". Despite the junta's insistence that it is working to wipe out forced labour, the practice "has not diminished in any way at all," said ICFTU secretary-general Bill Jordan at an international conference in Bangkok in July.

   Burma has been under fire from the International Labour Organization since 1998, when an inquiry commission found direct testimony of the systematic and general use of forced labour, particularly involving ethnic minorities.(  

CAMBODIA

PHNOM PENH LOSES ANGKOR TOURISTS TO BANGKOK

[mekongsources.com: 23.7.01; The Nation: 18.7.01] - BANGKOK is scoring more points than Phnom Penh from Cambodia’s lucrative tourism industry to the Angkor Wat temples. Despite a huge increase in tourist arrivals to Cambodia, the country’s 'open skies' policy is beginning to hurt the country’s capital. With few tourist attractions in the city, most travellers are bypassing Phnom Penh for direct flights to Siem Reap from several Asian locations.

   Chea Sophara, Phnom Penh’s Governor, said that thousands of tourists are bypassing the capital city by taking direct flights to Angkor Wat. This is particularly the case with tourist arrivals from Bangkok. "Phnom Penh is losing tourists because Bangkok has good services and infrastructure. I am afraid that foreign tourists just say: Go to Bangkok and visit Angkor Wat," said Sophara. 
   In the first half of the year, arrivals in Siem Reap increased 23.5 per cent over the same time period last year. There were about 400,000 tourist arrivals in all of 2000.

   In a controversial move strongly denounced by Phnom Penh’s hotel and tourist operators, the Cambodian government implemented an open skies policy in January 1999 that allowed airlines to fly directly into the Angkor Wat town of Siem Reap. Prior to this move, all flights had to arrive first in Phnom Penh. From there, travellers could take a bus, boat, or transfer to a local airline to fly to Siem Reap. The open skies agreement ended the monopoly.

   Presently, there are scheduled flights directly to Siem Reap from Bangkok, Singapore, Phuket, and Ho Chi Minh City. Flights are soon to begin from Hanoi, Vientiane, Hong Kong, Rangoon, Shanghai, Guangzhou, and other cities around Asia. With so many options, travellers have few reasons to stop over in Phnom Penh.   (
ROAD TO ANGKOR WAT TO BE BUILT BY THAI SOLDIERS
[Bangkok Post: 30.7.01] - THAI soldiers will help build a road in Cambodia to facilitate tourism to the world-famous Angkor Wat in Siem Reap. Cambodian Prime Minister Hun Sen had requested Thailand's Deputy Prime Minister and Defence Minister Chavalit Yongchaiyudh for help when he visited Phnom Penh in July. Hun Sen asked the Thai army to help repair the road from Poipet, opposite Aranyaprathet, to Sisophon and also help build a new one from Battambang to Siem Reap.

   Gen Chavalit accepted the request but made it clear that Cambodia would have to pay for the construction. Tourism in Cambodia could attract as many as 10 million tourists a year if tourism facilities in that country were upgraded, he said. In the next two years, the number was expected to grow from 400,000 visitors to around two or three million and help generate more than US$22 million revenue a year. The revenue should be enough to finance the road construction project, he added.

   Cambodia has also asked Thailand to build a road from Chong Chom pass in Thailand's Surin province to O Smach in Cambodia's Oddar Meanchey province to link with a road leading to Poipet and Aranyaprathet. A road toll will be imposed on tourists once it is completed.

   The Thai army's engineering corps are presently engaged in construction of a 159-km-long road from Koh Kong province to Sa-ae Rampil inside Cambodia. Thailand has contributed about US$4.4 million to its construction.   (
CAMBODIA ANNULLS CONTROVERSIAL TEMPLE 'LEASE' AGREEMENT

[The Nation: 19.7.01; Bangkok Post: 25.7.01] - CAMBODIA has annulled the signed records of a meeting between Thai and Cambodian officials on the so-called 'lease' of the Preah Vihear temple. According to the joint tourism accord signed in June, Cambodia and Thailand agreed to cooperate and develop the temple as a tourist destination as part of the 'Two Kingdoms, One Destination' campaign. During the meeting, So Mara, an influential director-general of the Cambodian Ministry of Tourism overseeing promotion, discussed 'joint management' and 'profit sharing' in relation to the hill-top sandstone temple straddling the Thai-Cambodian border.

   In a letter to Somsak Thepsutin, Thailand's Prime Minister's Office minister in charge of tourism, Cambodia's tourism minister, Veng Sereyvuth, said the Cambodian representative at the 1 June talks in Si Sa Ket in northeastern Thailand exceeded his mandate. He also signed records of the meeting without the Ministry of Tourism's consent.

   "As the content of the meeting records exceeded his authority and since there was no prior approval from the ministry, I would like to hereby exercise my right and prerogative to annul such records," the letter said. Veng said he trusted his Thai counterpart would "understand the reason for our decision" and reassured his continued co-operation on tourism.

   So Mara was sacked on 16 July by Prime Minister Hun Sen at the urging of 39 Cambodian members of parliament, after he was accused of signing the deal to share control of the temple and its profits from tourism with Thailand. King Norodom Sihanouk endorsed the move in a royal decree the next day.

   Preah Vihear temple, built between the mid-10th and early 12th centuries, is listed as a World Heritage Site and was a sensitive historical issue. Located in Cambodia, it is accessible only from the Thai side. Thailand occupied the temple in 1949, when Cambodia was a protectorate of France. King Sihanouk took the case to the World Court in The Hague, which voted in favour of Cambodia in 1962.   (
LAOS

Special Report

A PARADISE FOR BIO-PUNDERERS

There have been increasing warnings the world over that tourism-cum-conservation projects can be Trojan Horses for Biopiracy. Housing some of the richest genetic resources in Southeast Asia, Laos, which is now being promoted as an attractive "eco-tourism" destination, has caught the eye of bioprospectors interested in its rich natural heritage and strong traditional medicine culture, writes Isabelle Delforge. The following are excerpts from her article in GRAIN's magazine Seedling (June 2001).

Laos is a small, landlocked country whose most valuable resource is human and natural diversity. It is home to five million people comprising 47 main ethnic groups and about 150 sub-groups with distinctive traditions and knowledge. It also houses the most pristine tropical rainforest remaining in Southeast Asia, and has the highest availability of renewable water resources per capita in Asia. Its rich diversity includes at least 3-4,000 varieties of rice and a treasure trove of medicinal plants. No wonder that the International Rice Research Institute (IRRI) has described Laos as a 'collector's paradise'.

   Laos is one of the least industrialized countries in the world and is categorized as a Least Developed Country (LDC). But its LDC label could be more positively spelt out as a Least Damaged Country. The strikingly low density of population, its mountainous topography and its relative isolation from the world economy have protected it from the massive destruction of natural resources seen elsewhere in the region. (The one exception to this is the extensive damage caused by the Vietnam war). 

   Yet, in the last decade, the landscape started to change dramatically. In 1986, Laos entered its New Economic Mechanism, ushering in a transition from centrally-planned to market economy. As soon as it opened up to the capitalist world, a new breed of professionals entered the country: retailers of agrochemical products, loggers and bioprospectors.
   Laos opened up to the outside world just as the 'green gold rush' took off globally. With the new business opportunities offered by the patenting of plants, developed world transnational companies and research institutions intensified their efforts to appropriate the world's biological resources and related traditional knowledge. Most of the time, their main goal is not to protect or conserve these resources, but to copyright and market them. Traditional seeds and wild species are attractive to prospectors as they can provide the raw material for crop characteristics that are valuable to commercial breeding programmes. Medicinal plants offer tremendous potential for the development of new drugs.

   The wide range of traditional remedies still used by the various ethnic groups in Laos is attracting bioprospectors from all over the world. A clear target is the Research Institute of Medicinal Plants that has been collecting local knowledge and researching local medicinal plants for 25 years. 
   Attracted by the high commercial potential of these resources, the University of Illinois at Chicago (US) and the leading pharmaceutical company Glaxo Wellcome-UK (now Glaxo-SmithKline) signed an agreement with the Research Institute of Medicinal Plants in Laos and various Vietnamese institutions in order to make an inventory of traditional natural remedies in the two countries and to develop new commercial drugs. The programme focuses on antimalarial, anticancer, and antiviral/anti AIDS treatments, and drugs against diseases of the central nervous system. 

   This agreement is part of a larger US-funded bioprospecting programme called the International Cooperative Biodiversity Group (ICBG), operated by various institutions and private companies in 12 developing countries. In 1998, the staff of the Research Institute started collecting plants and information in Laos under the instructions of its US and UK partners. Informed consent agreements were limited to the requirements of the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), since the government does not have any requirements of its own. All the CBD demands is a collecting permit signed by a government agency and not by the communities. 

   'Benefit-sharing' is a much-hyped provision of bioprospecting agreements. The favourite word is 'equitable'. But what is the bargaining power of a resourceless public institution in a Least Developed Country compared to the US government and a huge pharmaceutical corporation? This imbalance makes any discussions on benefit-sharing somewhat farcical. The monetary return to Laos and Vietnam is miniscule, especially when it is compared to the profits of the pharmaceutical corporation.

   When Laos decided to open up its economy, the country had little option. Free trade reforms were part of the deal imposed by multilateral funders and developed countries. Foreign capital has indeed entered the country, but this has not been matched by a significant strengthening of the local economy. On the contrary, what is happening is a massive auction of the country's main capital: its natural resources, its biodiversity and people's knowledge related to it. Some 3,000 varieties of rice have been made freely available in the world's biggest genebank at IRRI, forests are being massively exploited by foreign companies and traditional medicines are being handed over to large corporate interests virtually free-of-charge. Foreign debt has increased dramatically, forcing the country to exploit further its resources to pay back its lenders.
   There are two main consequences of this systematic transformation of resources into commercial goods. Firstly, what was formally controlled and collectively used by local people is shifting under the control of external agents and huge corporations. This is a move towards privatization and away from collective ownership. Secondly, massive destruction of natural resources and diversity is taking place, which will affect peoples' livelihoods more and more seriously as time goes on. Nevertheless, compared to many countries in the world, Laos is still at an early stage of 'destruction by globalization'. Instead of handing over local resources to corporate plunder, it still has time to take a stand against the prevailing free market model and support diversity, peoples' livelihoods and local control. The international community has a responsibility to help Laos take this bold step. (
THAILAND

BUSINESS-MINDED STATE AGENCIES TAKE OVER PROTECTED AREAS

[Bangkok Post: 25.6.01; 28.6.01; The Nation: 30.7.01] - JUNGLE treks and forest crafts are among new ventures beckoning the Forest Industry Organization (FIO) when it teams up with private partners to develop tourism and forest-related businesses. Other projects include raising herbs and wild plants, as well as wild animals, in addition to operating hotels and restaurants.
  The FIO has been facing serious losses since the government imposed logging restrictions a decade ago and barred the organization from selling illegally felled timber. However, the accounts have been improving recently on the back of revenue from reforestation projects, mainly of teak, said Chanatt Lauhawatana, president of the FIO's internal audit committee. A plan to introduce new businesses would be drafted within three months, in order to improve the finances of the loss-ridden state enterprise. 

   A subsidiary will be established to oversee the new businesses, with plans to list them on the Stock Exchange of Thailand. "Many foreign companies are interested in joint ventures with the FIO as they see we have lucrative assets," Mr Chanatt said. "Our most attractive property is more than one million rai (160,000 hectares) of land worth about 2.7 billion baht (US$60 million). The value could rise to 20 billion baht (US$444 million) if trees and plants are included." 

   However, the FIO's plan to invite business to invest in tourism and forest-related products on "our property" has triggered debate. "… the FIO needs to answer some important questions before going ahead with this plan," said Srisuwan Kuankajorn of the Project for Ecological Recovery (PER). "Firstly, why does the FIO dare claim ownership over reforested areas, which actually belong to the people? Secondly, how will Thai society and the people benefit from this project?"
   "For the FIO, forests mean money only," argued Sanitsuda Ekachai of the Bangkok Post. "Is it right for a construction company to claim ownership over the buildings and roads it is paid to build? Or a nanny to claim the baby as hers?", she asked. "In the same manner, how can the FIO claim ownership over areas where it was paid to plant trees? The 'eco-tourism' that the FIO wants to pursue is known to have caused severe environmental degradation in forests. Just look at Thung Yai [a natural World Heritage Site in western Thailand]. Or Phu Kra Dung [a national park in Loei Province]. Imagine what will happen to nature, given the FIO's record on forest exploitation."

   Not enough, the government also wants other state enterprises to invest in hotel and tourism facilities in forest reserves and national and ocean parks to maximize the country's tourism resources. According to Deputy Prime Minister Pongpol Adireksarn, who is in charge of tourism policy, Thai Airways International, the Electricity Generating Authority of Thailand (EGAT) and the Communications Authority of Thailand (CAT) have been selected, apart from the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT). 

   Pongpol has lobbied all along for the opening up of national parks for tourism development since he served as agriculture minister in the last government. "Each of [the state enterprises] has a proven strong financial performance and the investment could give them a good rate of return," he recently argued, adding the Forest Department had already been asked to explore opportunities for hotel projects in national parks.  

   The law bars private companies from engaging in activities inside national parks and forest reserves, and environmentalists have long fought against the business take-over of protected areas. This is seen as one reason, why state enterprises are now being put at the forefront to engage in commercial tourism developments. However, since all these agencies are subjected to privatization and team up with companies, it may not take long until the corporate take-over of Thailand's natural heritage is complete.   (
KOH SAMUI TO BE A 'WORLD-CLASS TOURISM DESTINATION'

[Bangkok Post: 29.7.01; The Nation: 29.7.01] - NEW radio programmes for tourists, street signs in Japanese and German, and speedboats and high-tech telecommunications equipment for police are among proposals to transform Koh Samui into a world-class sustainable tourism destination. Interior Minister Purachai Piemsomboon said during a recent three-day workshop at the southern island resort that a draft Samui Act would be passed in the next parliamentary session. The act would establish Koh Samui as a special administrative zone, the third after Bangkok and Pattaya City. 
   Somsak Thepsuthin, a PM's Office Minister overseeing tourism, said seven areas for improvement had been identified, including transportation links, public utilities and services for tourists. Samui has a local population of 38,000 people, with some 860,000 visitors a year. The number of tourists visiting the island is expected to exceed 900,000 this year.
   Ministers vowed to work on improving rubbish collection and water treatment on the island. Purachai said the lay-out of Samui town was "a mess", with poor sewage treatment and inefficient rubbish collection. Island hotels and shops would be asked to co-operate in transporting rubbish for disposal. A budget had been set aside for four new water treatment plants. Other plans include a new zoning policy, community products for sale to tourists and new promotional campaigns.

   The ministers also agreed on a clearer standard for tourism services. "The market is already saturated. What we need to do is find ways to increase spending, through new attractions such as spas and community-driven products," said Pansak Winyarat, an adviser to Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra.
   To move towards sustainable development of Samui's tourism, Interior Minister Purachai said screening for 'quality' tourists was needed due to its limited capacity in terms of both resources and infrastructure. 'Undesirable' tourists were those whose motives for visiting the island were sex, drugs or criminal ones, he specified, adding police would clamp down on drug trafficking in the region. The nearby island of Koh Phangan has attracted worldwide notoriety for rampant drug use during monthly "full moon parties".

   The government is never at a loss for ideas and bold new initiatives to keep tourists flocking to Thailand and leaving as much money as possible behind. But critics say it is typical of law enforcement and tourism promotion bodies to pay lip service and take little or no action towards better development controls, environmental improvements and the like. 

   An editorial in The Nation commented in relation to the ambitious plans for Samui:

   "From the top level down, efforts are being made to develop the industry to generate more revenue, to create high-quality destinations for more affluent and free-spending tourists and to revitalize decayed environmental and historic locations. These goals sound good enough on the surface… But have policy-makers, politicians and tourism professionals really learned from the mistakes of the past? [Is] the dynamism of tourism, which takes so many forms these days, its potential and promises, as simple and easily manageable as the number of tourist arrivals? Or is there something more insidious and sinister at work?

   "Thailand's…tourism history offers plenty of learning opportunities. It all started in 1987 when the ground-breaking promotion 'Visit Thailand Year' brought the nation worldwide recognition. But the subsequent success also sowed seeds of destruction that were partly reaped during the 1997 financial crisis. One had only to visit major tourist destinations to see how land prices had skyrocketed to unrealistic levels due to speculation, only to fall long and hard when the bubble burst. Furthermore, encroachment on public and environmentally sensitive land and the ugly eviction of small landowners by unscrupulous business people were widespread…

   "There are no beaches today in Thailand today, which have escaped the tourism onslaught. Problems remain. A blind eye continues to be turned to prostitution and crimes related to tourism. The national and cultural soul of the country has been subjected to unending corruption and compromise… 

   "Proper balance in tourism development is a must if the government is to avoid plunging the country into a second crisis, one created by the tourism boom… More discussion should focus on the negative impacts of tourism in addition to the economic and political gains," concluded The Nation editorial.   (
VIETNAM

TOURISM INDUSTRY RECOVERING SLOWLY

[mekongsources.com: 30.7.-4.8.2001] - VIETNAM now ranks 5th among ASEAN destinations for tourists, and local government officials are crowing despite being way behind other countries in the region. But for now and even with the crowing, it seems tourism in Vietnam is making progress.

   “There is no low for Vietnam’s tourism this year,” reported Deputy Head of Vietnam’s Tourism Administration (VTA) Pham Tu, adding that “gone are the times when hotels competed with each other by reducing prices because of low occupancy.” Pham Tu was speaking to 128 representatives of leading Vietnamese tourist agencies who gathered at an annual meeting of the Pacific Asia Tourism Association (PATA) Vietnam. 
   Pham Tu’s report comes when the country has been struggling to recover from the regional economic downturn as well as to re-attract the attention of foreign investors. Both efforts have been slow in coming. Foreign direct investment (FDI) has finally shown some signs of recovery with an increase of 30 percent in the number of projects and 39 per cent in investment capital in licensed projects this year compared to the same time period last year. However, industrial and agriculture production are lower than last year. The prices of most agriculture commodities are down and domestic purchasing power has decreased. Prices on the local market are flat with deflation a major concern.

   Tourism is thus something everyone wants to jump on. The country’s new tourism slogan ‘Vietnam: A country for the new millennium’ had slow returns at first but it seems to be working now. In the first seven months of this year, government tourism officials said the industry had hosted 1.4 million foreign guests. In 2000, Vietnam received 2.13 million foreign tourists. Although the number of international visitors grew only 6 percent from the same period last year, Pham Tu argued it was quite significant because the increase came from big or potentially big markets like the United States, Switzerland, the Netherlands, and other European countries.

   Nevertheless, Vietnam has a long way to go before it can match Indonesia with 5 million and Singapore with 7.7 million. Thailand and Malaysia host even more tourists every year. An even bigger competitor lies due north of Vietnam. China has many times revealed its ambition of playing a bigger role in the world’s tourism industry. Last year, China attracted 31 million international guests, ranking it the 5th most popular destination in the world.

   The VTA is considering several measures to reduce the gap and make Vietnam a better destination for international tourism. A free visa agreement has already been signed with Thailand, and Vietnamese embassies in foreign countries have been asked to simplify visa procedures for foreigners. The VTA also plans a strong marketing programme targeting the six big and potential countries, namely the United States, Japan, France, Germany, Australia and Belgium, by illustrating the tourism potential of Hanoi, Ho Chi Minh City and other localities. It will also hold a big tourism festival in Hanoi on 6 and 7 October, and a exhibition-cum-seminar presenting Vietnam as an attractive travel destination.   (
GIANT 'ECO-TOURISM' PROJECT IN CAN GIO

[Saigon Times Daily: 5.7.01] - THE Ho Chi Minh City Service of Tourism has urged travel companies to get involved in a project to build new tourist facilities and improve the existing ones in Can Gio to promote the coastal district as a destination for eco-tourists. 
   Early this year, the administration selected the project to be one of the country's 20 major tourist park projects, which will share some VND2.8 trillion from the administration in infrastructure funding. Under a tourism development plan of Can Gio, the new eco-tourism complex will see tourist arrivals of one million by 2005 and between 1.4 and 1.5 million by 2010. However, environmentalists and forest experts have voiced concern over such large-scale tourism development, saying it would spoil the area's delicate ecosystem. 

  Director Truong Hong Thuy said the first item in the service-drafted Can Gio eco-tourism project would be to widen and seal the main road between Binh Khanh Ferry Station and the town of Can Thanh. Other items include building a pier on the Long Tau River for tourist boats and a soft-drink warehouse as well as road-building and widening in Lam Vien, Vam Sat, An Binh-Loi Giang and other tourist parks, Thuy said. 

   The project's investment capital will not be decided until the feasibility study has been done. However, the pier alone is estimated to cost VND17 billion. The funding is planned to come from the State budget, cheap loans and  official development assistance as well as private foreign and domestic interests. The Government will only cover the cost of infrastructure.   ( 

GOVERNMENT 'PERSECUTES' ETHNIC MINORITIES

[Reuters News: 10.8.01] - A VIETNAMESE rights group accused the country's authorities of persecuting ethnic minorities. The Montagnards in the Central Highlands, who protested earlier this year over land and religious rights, are a primary target of repression, a report by the Vietnam Committee on Human Rights said (see also new frontiers 7[1]).

   "The Vietnam Committee is concerned that ethnic communities in Vietnam are suffering from a deliberate and systematic policy of discrimination, which includes expropriation from ancestral lands, religious persecution, arbitrary arrest, disappearances and the forced sterilization of women," the report said. "This policy, which in 2001 led to the most serious outbreak of popular unrest ever known in unified Vietnam, is a grave violation... of the International Convention on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination," it added. Vietnam is one of 157 states to have ratified the 1969 treaty guaranteeing freedoms.

   The report was issued in Geneva, where the UN Committee on Elimination of Racial Discrimination recently wounded up a two-day examination of Vietnam's rights record. The Vietnam Committee accused Hanoi of sending thousands of soldiers and militia to the Central Highland provinces of Gia Lai, Daklak and Kontum since the protests began. "Hundreds of Montagnards were beaten by police and many arrested in the wake of these demonstrations," it said. Martial law reigned in the Central Highlands and Montagnards were now fleeing across the border into Cambodia, it added.

   The UN Committee of 18 independent experts repeatedly questioned Hanoi's delegation about the treatment of the country's 50 minority groups, according to a UN summary of the debate. Vietnam's ambassador to the UN in Geneva, Nguyen Quy Binh, assured the UN body that his country rejected all forms of racist violence or discrimination. Its 77 million people enjoyed freedom of religion and land allotment to ethnic people was a "priority", he said.   (
YUNNAN/CHINA

THE PRIVATIZATION OF PARKS

[Washington Post: 5.7.01] - THROUGHOUT China, some of the most important scenic and cultural areas are being developed for tourism by companies rather than the state, and many of those companies are listed on China's two stock exchanges. Executives from these firms also sit on the government committees that manage the sites. And the firms profit not simply from running hotels, restaurants and gift shops on the sites; their biggest take comes from selling entrance tickets.

   "What has gone on in some of these places [in China] was never even contemplated in the United States in terms of allowing concessionaires to control scenic areas," said Ed Norton, a prominent American environmentalist working to establish a national park among a series of stunning river valleys in Yunnan province.

   Opportunities for privatization of national parks were created when China's rapid economic reforms met up with the state's empty coffers. The central government in Beijing could not afford to pay to protect national parks, so government officials created companies to do the job.

   "This is a special system for a special time," said Fan Yezheng, an assistant professor at the China Institute of Tourism. "Originally these sites belonged to all of us. Now suddenly they belong to a few people. This is full of hidden dangers."

   China's system for protecting its natural and cultural sites is a jumble of competing ministries and bureaus. They include organizations such as the Construction Ministry, which oversees national scenic areas, China's version of national parks; the Cultural Relics Bureau; the Forestry Department; and the Tourism Department. The organizations routinely compete to control natural and cultural areas of importance around China because more areas under their control means more possibility for profit. Local governments also often turn the less interesting parts of a scenic region into a national protected area and then turn the best parts over to developers, according to Zou Tongqian, an expert at the China Institute of Tourism.

   In April, the Construction Ministry banned companies from listing any more national scenic areas on Chinese stock exchanges. And Chinese officials have forced several scenic regions to knock down hotels or illegal developments. One region, the Zhangjiajie forest in Hunan, spent US$36 million to do so.

   However, provincial governments, often in defiance of national authorities in Beijing, are opening local scenic areas to private developers at a terrific pace. Sichuan recently announced that it will auction 10 sites, including the Jiuzhaigou Gorge, a UNESCO World Heritage Site, to outside investors. If the plan works, an additional 100 sites will be available.   (
Resources

TOURISM AND INDIGENOUS PEOPLES IN THE MEKONG SUBREGION

The 12th edition of the Clearinghouse for REVIEWING Ecotourism  includes five articles on tourism-related issues concerning indigenous peoples in the Mekong subregion. The first one is an essay ‘Nature is the Ultimate Nationality’ about the magnificent natural and cultural diversity and the impacts of the formation of nation states on tribal societies in the lands of the upper Mekong and Salween rivers. Then, there are two reports on Thailand. Ethnic people living in Thailand’s hill and mountain areas are suffering from rampant discrimination in terms of rights, land tenure, culture, citizenship and lack of access to services, which makes them highly vulnerable to exploitation by the tourist industry. Particularly condemnable examples are the “model villages” near the Burmese border in Mae Hong Son, where Kayan (“long-neck”) women from Burma are virtually kept like prisoners in a “human zoo” for tourist consumption. Another case study on Cambodia and Vietnam highlights increasing encroachments on indigenous peoples’ lands in relation to the rapid expansion of resource extraction industries, tourism and other development projects, so it is extremely difficult, if not impossible, for communities to maintain their traditional livelihoods and culture. The last article describing tourism impacts on Hmong girls in Sapa in the mountain area of northern Vietnam, illustrates how deeply tourism culture can impinge on indigenous people’s identities and change their ways of life.

For more information, contact t.i.m.-team (Email: tim-team@access.inet.co.th). 

