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THE REGION

ASIA-PACIFIC PREPARATORY MEETING FOR WSSD

[UN-ESCAP/UNEP/UNDP/ADB-Press Release 28.11.01; Statement of the Asia Pacific Ppeople's Forum: 26.11.01; Cambodia Daily: 28.11.01] - THE Asia-Pacific regional preparatory meeting for the World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) was held in Phnom Penh from 27 to 29 November. 
   Organized by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (UN-ESCAP), and the Asian Development Bank (ADB), the conference was in preparation for the WSSD in Johannesburg, South Africa in August 2002, the 10-year review of the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development held in Rio de Janeiro in 1992.
   The ministerial-level meeting, which was attended by about 200 government representatives from over 50 countries, began with a call by the Cambodian Prime Minister Hun Sen to develop a roadmap for sustainable development in the region by focusing on the fight against poverty. 

   A roundtable meeting focused on the concerns of all stakeholders, including private sector, governments and NGOs. Representatives of the main interest groups from throughout the region urged governments to strengthen their commitments, performance and actions to reach the goal of sustainable development, and that their views be reflected in the regional platform paper being negotiated by government delegates for submission to the Johannesburg Summit.
   An alternative 'Asia-Pacific People's Forum' held earlier in Phnom Penh, articulated the concerns of NGOs and grassroots organizations. The groups agreed that the main barriers to sustainable development are globalization and militarism in the region. The People's Statement, signed by 33 organizations from Asia and presented to the official regional preparatory meeting for the WSSD said:

   "We firmly believe … that sustainable development can never be achieved in the present context of globalization with its 'free market' driven liberalization. The other over-riding, but never acknowledged, barrier to sustainable development is militarism.  In reality, they are inextricably linked. The most wealthy, powerful and war-like countries are the drivers in both economic liberalization and militarism, and despite the rhetoric of partnership and collective prosperity most of the Asia-Pacific developing countries have unequal power in deciding on these key issues."

   Based on the many case studies presented at the People's Forum, the groups concluded that as a result of globalization and misguided development policies, the region is facing an increasing ecological and social crisis. "This crisis includes: deforestation; loss of biodiversity; oil exploration; adverse climate change; global warming and rising sea levels, especially in the Pacific; industrial fishing practices; inappropriate land use policies; biopiracy; genetic engineering; industrial agriculture (including destructive aquaculture); big dams and resettlement schemes; destructive mining projects; water scarcity; deteriorating water quality; air pollution; tourism; privatization and commodification of land, traditional knowledge and the displacement of peoples, especially indigenous peoples; corruption; erosion of cultural diversity; urbanization; refugees; land reclamation projects; high external debt and debt servicing; national and international corruption; violence against women; human rights abuses; state-sponsored violence; and deprivation of local communities’ rights to resources."

   The People's Statement called on decision-makers to take action based on the following principles: 

   "A fundamental basis of sustainable development must be the ability of governments to retain national sovereignty and decision-making power. This must be subject to public discussion, scrutiny and accountability at local and national legislatures and not be ceded to undemocratic and politically biased bodies such as the WTO and the international financial institutions."

   Recognizing that the current development model Is environmentally unsustainable and the world economic system unfair, the Statement said: "The unsustainability of the WTO [World Trade Organization], TNCs [transnational corporations], military unilateralism, financial liberalization, unequal terms of trade, and the social and environmental costs of the globalization paradigm are due to a profound failure to hold 'common but differentiated responsibilities' at the heart of international relations. We call on all governments to re-affirm the principle of 'common but differentiated responsibilities' and make them the operating principle of all international institutions in their efforts towards sustainable development." 

   In addition, the participants of the Asia-Pacific People's Forum demanded:
· Demilitarization

· Appropriate and democratic global governance especially in the IMF, World Bank and WTO

· No launch of a new round at the next WTO Ministerial Conference in 2005

· Reform of the international financial system

· A corporate free UN

· Debt cancellation and relief

· Fair terms of trade through new commodity agreements or other mechanisms

· The phase-out of fossil fuels and action on climate change

· Technology assessment to prevent and phase out unsustainable production

· The adoption of more equitable and ecological models of development

· Recognition of local communities and indigenous peoples as rights-holders, not merely as stakeholders, to have their own form of development and to defend their local economy

· Gender justice and support of fundamental human rights.   (
MEKONG TOURISM - MODEL OR MOCKERY?: 

A CASE STUDY ON 'SUSTAINABLE TOURISM'

At the recent Asia-Pacific People's Forum in Phnom Penh, Anita Pleumarom of the Bangkok-based Tourism Investigation & Monitoring Team ( t.i.m.-team) presented a paper on tourism development in the Mekong Subregion. 

   Her paper first examines the regional tourism plans of the Mekong neighbouring countries, with a focus on the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) scheme led by the Asian Development Bank (ADB). 

   The following case studies on 'ecotourism', golf resort developments, the commercialization of cultural heritage, and tourism and human rights suggest that destructive tourism projects persist and are spreading throughout the Mekong Basin area despite the constant rhetoric of 'sustainable tourism' or 'ecotourism'. 

   The last section discusses the question of sustainability by taking into account some broader issues such as the impact of globalization and lessons learned from the Asian economic crisis. It is argued that ill-defined and reductionst 'sustainable tourism' policies need to be replaced by holistic and people-centred development initiatives, if the goal is to work towards a sustainable future. 

    The paper is published as a booklet entitled "Mekong Tourism - Model or Mockery?: A Case Study on 'Sustainable Tourism'" in the TWN Environment & Development Series. Contact Third World Network (TWN), 228 Macalister Road, 10400 Penang, Malaysia, Fax: 60-4-2264505, Email: twn@igc.apc.org or twnet@po.jaring.my. 

TOURISM SLUMP CREATES NEW POVERTY

[Bangkok Post: 1.12.01; The Nation: 10.11.01; 14.11.01; 1.12.01; 27.12.01; Myanmarpyi website: 25.11.01] - Undoubtedly, tourism is one of the most fragile industries, and we have experienced again and again as to how local communities, and entire countries and regions, relying on tourism have been pushed into economic despair as a result of political instability (e.g. the 1991 Gulf War), economic downturns (the Asian crisis that started in 1997), natural disasters (Southeast Asian haze in 1997), diseases and other unexpected happenings. In view of the unpredictable future for travel and tourism in the wake of the 11 September attacks in New York and Washington, a question to be pondered is whether tourism can be a viable tool for 'poverty reduction' and 'sustainable development' at all. 

   According to a new report of the Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP), compiled by 14 regional economists, job losses and armed conflicts resulting from the September events have led to more poor people in the region. Worst affected in Asia will be countries with a high dependence on tourism and exports because of a slump in demand and fears of travelling. "There will be job losses [particularly in export-oriented and tourism-related industries] and new poor will be created,'' says the report.
   As a result of the downturn, the United Nations Millenium Declaration's goal of halving poverty by 2015 will be unattainable in a number of countries. The ESCAP report warns that the economic slump is likely to lead to cuts in government spending on health, education and social security in developing countries in the Asia Pacific region, putting people below the poverty line.

   A World Bank study published in October estimates that the aftermath of the 11 September attacks will push 10 million people into poverty, especially in those countries reliant on tourism and export revenues. 

   An Asian Development Bank (ADB) report released in November says capital flows to Asia are likely to fall, with dire consequences projected for weak businesses. Tourism, and potentially banking, are most affected because of security concerns. Taken together, the result is that "businesses would be hit by reduced revenues and reduced access to capital at the same time, conditions that are likely to lead to the failure of weak companies," the ADB says. 

   It adds that the attacks "represent a new and significant shock" for nations with relatively large tourism industries. Tourism receipts account for 6.4 per cent of the gross domestic procduct (GDP) in Cambodia, 5.8. per cent in Thailand, 5.1 per cent in Malaysia, and 3.4 per cent in the Philippines, according to the ADB. "Anecdotal evidence suggests that there have been many cancellations across the region, particularly developing member countries with existing or previous security problems," the Bank report says.

   In Thailand, for example, despite the government's relentless efforts to win the psychological war over fear of international travel, private investment has continued to fall and earnings from tourism are expected to be cut half this year, causing a significant plunge in the current account surplus, according to Pana Janviroj, the chief editor of The Nation.   

   In this situation, governments are trying with all might to ensure the survival of their tourist industries and to adjust their marketing strategies, concentrating on regional travel. Tourism authorities have also rushed to launch new campaigns that promote destinations as "safe havens" for visitors. Even Burma now claims that the country is pre-eminently a "safe" place for tourism. An article posted on the Myanmarpyi website says the country seems set to benefit from changed travel patterns since 11 September and its reputation as a safe destination.
   With international air travel clobbered in the face of fears of new attacks, the uncertain world situation and the weakening of the global economy, the Association of Asia Pacific Airlines (AAPA), comprising 18 regional airlines, has agreed to spend US$6 million on a three-months campaign, starting January 21, to promote short-haul travel within the region. While regional outbound traffic has plunged by an average of 20 per cent, the worst hit is Japan, where traffic is down 40 per cent.

   AAPA's message is "it's time to fly again because flying is safe and helps people conduct business and go on pleasure trips." Richard Stirling, AAPA's director-general, acknowledged, however: "Of course, we don't know [if] it will work. You can't go out and say look, you should travel because it's 100 per cent safe, because nobody could ever give that reassurance."   (
THAI GOLF RESORT PROJECT IN LANDMINE-INFESTED 'EMERALD TRIANGLE'  
[The Nation: 20.12.01; 26.12.01; 23.12.01] - IN December, the Thai Cabinet agreed in principle to the development of a 27-hole golf course in the so-called Emerald Triangle, a strip of land in the border area Thailand, Laos and Cambodia. If built, the course would have nine holes in each of the three countries. 
   Visanu Khruangam, secretary general to the Cabinet, said PM's Office Minister Somsak Thepsuthin proposed the project because the Tourism Authority of Thailand had recommended that the development of a high-quality golf course in Thailand's Northeast would greatly help to promote tourism. He added the course would be the only one in the world adjoining three countries and that would be its selling point. "Golfers always look for special locations. Our golf course would be the first to have nine holes in one country, the 10th to 18th in another and the 19th to 27th in the third country.''
   Minister Somsak explained, "We will issue a certificate of play to those golfers who fly from all over the world to play golf there, just like other world-famous golf courses do."

   However, the proposed site is heavily littered with landmines, mainly from the Khmer Rouge era in Cambodia and the subsequent Vietnamese invasion of the country in 1978. Somsak admitted, "Yes, the are is booby-trapped, but it is a piece of cake for the three countries to solve."

   Visanu said the plan had the support of security agencies, the Foreign Ministry and the Sports Authority of Thailand. Apart from golf, the area could be developed for outdoor activities including biking, hiking, rock climbing and bungee jumping. An international school was also suggested. He admitted the proposal could upset environmentalists because of the use of fertilizer and pesticides on the golf course.
   Another cause of concern is that within Thailand, the golf resort would cover a part of a protected area, the Phoo Jong Nayoi National Park in Nam Yuen district of Ubon Ratchathani province.   (
'PROBLEM IS BIGGER THAN SEX TOURISM'

[Bangkok Post: 20.11.01; The Nation: 19.12.01] - THE sexual exploitation of children is a global problem that goes well beyond the problem of sex tourism, according to Carol Bellamy, the general director of the United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF). In an interview during the Second World Congress against Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children, held in Yokohama, Japan, in December, she said:

   "Sex tourism is the person from a Western country coming to Cambodia [for sex], but sexual exploitation can be kids from Nigeria taken to Italy for prostitution; it can be trafficking of kids from Morocco to be domestic helps but largely held as sexual slaves; it can be in conflict countries where boys are taken to be soldiers and girls are taken to provide sex."

   Increased awareness of the mechanics of child trafficking is particularly important, Bellamy suggested. "We see through workshops we (UNICEF) sponsored increasing information showing the routes of trafficking that is going on - countries that are originators, countries that are where the children are trafficked to, and countries where they are being trafficked through," she said.

   For instance, Thailand has become a transit point for human smuggling of thousands of children and women each year, according to Saisuree Chutikul, chairwoman of a Thai government sub-committee combating the smuggling of women and children. She said about 200,000 people in Asia were annually smuggled and forced into the sex trade or used as slave labour. Of these, 35,000-40,000 are young people, largely from hilltribe villages in Thailand, China's Yunnan province, Burma, Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam.
   Most of them are victimized by their own parents, sex procurers or illegal job brokers. The rest are adults from the same areas, as well as from Eastern Europe and Russia. Many entered the sex trade of their own free will because of poverty. "They were forced to provide sex services in return for low wages or forced into slave labour. They have been sent to workplaces and brothels here and abroad including America, Japan, Germany, Australia and even Africa," said Saisuree. "Thailand is a transit point for the smuggling of human cargo from neighbouring countries to those countries."   (
BURMA

THAI SENATOR PLANS NUDIST COLONY ON ST LUKE'S ISLAND 

[Agence France Presse: 7.12.01; The Nation: 7.12.01; 14.12.01] - ACCORDING to recent press reports, Asia's first nudist colony would be located on Burma's St Luke's island, where a Thai senator has been granted a 45-year concession by the military junta. 

   The nudist club would target Europeans who like to take their clothes off in public, said Chairat Meksukree, an advisor to Thai senator and businessman Vikrom Isiri. "Everybody (guests) will have to be naked," he added.

   The development of St Luke is Vikrom's latest tourism venture following the launch of a casino and luxury hotel on Burma's Son island, also in the Andaman Sea, for which he won a 45-year concession some years ago. 

   Vikrom recently set up Phuket Air, Thailand's newest airline, to fly customers from Bangkok to Ranong, where the planned casino and nudist colony would be just a boat ride away. He also plans to build a luxury resort complete with golf course and dolphin shows in Ranong province bordering Burma by the middle of next year.

   Vikrom is known to have a long-standing relationship with the generals who rule Burma. "We would like to seek approval from Burma to fly to several potential tourist destinations, for example, islands with many pristine beaches," he recently said in an interview with The Nation.

   On that occasion, Vikrom conceded that the St Luke nudist club was just a funny idea. He explained, "[nakedness] will not be prohibited if the tourists want to be naked; but it will not be a nudist colony."   (
JUNTA HOPES TO CASH IN ON ETHNIC FESTIVAL

[The Nation: 17.12.01] - ACCORDING to a Myanmar Times report, the Burmese military regime wanted to attract hundreds of thousands of tourists for a rarely celebrated ethnic festival featuring 1,200 dancer's in the country's northern Kachin state. The event in Myitkyina that was scheduled from 26 December to 2 January would celebrate the unity of several ethnic groups - Kachin, Zaiwa, Rawang, Lachid, Lisu, Lhaovo and Jinghpaw.

   "We hope about 350,000 visitors, including foreigners, will attend the festival," central executive committee member Sound No was quoted as saying. "Kachins in this country and abroad and people from throughout [Burma] have contributed money to organize the festival."

   The total cost of the Myitkyina Majoi Manau festival was estimated at more than 500 million kyat, and a highlight would be performances of a traditional open-air dance. In addition, the festival would include games, sporting events and a trade fair. Organizers had arranged temporary bamboo huts for 40,000 people to accommodate the expected influx of tourists, and Myanmar Airways would increase the frequency of its flights to Myitkyina for a week before the event.   (
NEW HOTEL PROJECT NEAR THREE PAGODAS PASS

[The Nation: 10.12.01] - THE Thai Jaguar Travel and Tour Company plans to build a 100-room resort hotel at a cost of US$5.25 million in Burma, catering to Thai visitors and international tourists on package tours. 

   The property is located on the border to Thailand near the Three Pagodas Pass, famOus as a stopping point along the route of the infamous World War II "death railway". The historic railway, featured in the book and film 'The Bridge on the River Kwai', was built under deadly conditions by Allied and Asian war prisoners under the demand of the Japanese military.

   Khin Maung Latt, Burma's hotel and tourism chief, reportedly praised the project, saying it would create jobs for local residents and boost tourism in Burma. He estimated that the resort would lead to a four-fold increase in the number of tourists visiting the area.   (
Analysis

BURMA SUFFERS DEEPENING ECONOMIC CRISIS
The investors are leaving, there are regular long blackouts, the price of foodstuffs is increasing, there are worries about the currency. Wherever you look in Burma, the outlook is decidedly gloomy, writes Larry Jagan, BBC's regional editor for Asia and the Pacific [Bangkok Post: 21.11.01].
The Burmese economy continues to crumble. Inflation is spiralling out of control, trade is slowing to a standstill, and the country faces an energy crisis which threatens to totally dissolve any hope of greater prosperity.

   The latest symptom of financial crisis involves the country's largest banknotes. "No one wants to hold 1,000 or 500 kyat notes,'' a Burmese businessman said, "for fear that the government is planning to withdraw them from circulation.'' Burma has withdrawn large denomination notes overnight before in the past, instantly devaluing many people's savings.
   The government has been quick to quell these fears. "As long as the military government is in charge, there will be no withdrawal of the official currency notes, be it the 1,000 kyat note or the 500 kyat note,'' the country's deputy chief of military intelligence, Major-General Kyaw Win, recently said.

   The exchange rate of the kyat is now more than 800 to the dollar, and money changers in Rangoon expect it to fall even further in coming weeks. "`The country's rampant inflation has also caused many people to buy dollars, gold and imported cars as a hedge against price increases,'' said a Rangoon-based journalist. The price of cars has more than doubled in the last two months.
   The fall in the kyat is also forcing the price of imported goods like medicines and cosmetics to rise. A recent visitor to Rangoon said many women were no longer buying cosmetics. "Residents in the capital are continuously complaining about rising prices,'' said a Asian diplomat in Rangoon.
   The price of eggs, vegetables and peanut oil have all more than doubled in the last two months. `"One egg,'' complained a resident, "now costs more than 30 kyat.'' Although meat prices have only increased marginally, many families have given up eating meat to be able afford the other essential foodstuffs which have increased in price astronomically. Rice, however, has remained relatively stable because of government intervention to control its price. The military authorities have long feared that large rice price increases would provoke food riots.
 The residents of Rangoon are increasingly facing power shortages. According to one resident, almost every day for the last two months people in residential areas have had no electricity for more than eight hours a day. The situation in Mandalay is even worse, according to residents there. An international petroleum company executive, who knows Burma well, said that if the generals do not do something soon to ensure the country improves the power supply, "the lights in Rangoon will start to go out in March next year".
   Many businessmen are complaining about the economic crisis. More than half of the Singaporean businessmen have left in the last 12 months. Diplomats say there are now only 85 Singaporeans compared to more than 300 two years ago. Many of the South Koreans are also planning to leave. Siemans is also considering relocating its general manager in Rangoon to Singapore.
   The military government is increasingly worried about the country's spiralling inflation and the falling value of the kyat. The country's deputy foreign minister, Khin Maung Win, has privately told diplomats that economic recovery will only come when the country has solved its political problems. The international community is hoping the Burmese military authorities realize that this can only mean agreeing to some form of power-sharing with the country's opposition leader Aung San Suu Kyi.   (
CAMBODIA

NEW MIND-BOGGLING PLANS FOR ANGKOR

[Cambodia Dail: 24.12.01; The Nation: 25.12.01] - CAMBODIAN government officials hope that a series of dramatic development proposals centred around the famed Angkor temple complex can boost tourism in Siem Reap - but they would also detract from its 'solemn dignity', according to the Cambodia Daily newspaper. 

   Some of the proposals floated at a recent meeting included a nightly sound-and-light show at Angkor Wat, plastic no-slip shoes for visitors, and a zig-zagging escalator up the temple's face. Developers also proposed a 10-storey, bright yellow hot-air balloon, which would be permanently moored next to Angkor Wat and bob up and down to give tourists an aerial view of the temple.

   "Angkor is asleep," said Chea Sophorn, Secretary of State of the Council of Ministers. "We will wake it up. Development can not be delayed any longer."

   However, officials and diplomats are worried about the government's future plans for development of the area, one of the country's most popular tourist destinations. Members of the International Coordinating Committee for the Safeguarding and Development of the Historic Site of Angkor (ICC), which held the meeting, expressed concern about preserving the 'dignity' or 'solemnity' of the sacred area, which is also a World Heritage Site. They pointed out that Angkor holds a tremendous religious significance for pilgrims and monks living around the temple, and cited similar example from Peru. The Peruvian government. recently wanted to build a cable car up to the central temple of Machu Picchu, and the World Heritage Committee threatened to revoke the site's heritage status if the plan was implemented.

   Beginning of December, Prime Minister Hun Sen denounced a sub-decree governing land use in Siem Reap and called for the dissolution of the APSARA Authority, which is in charge of managing the Angkor temple complex, for being too influenced by foreigners. The premier had already ousted the former APSARA president Van Molyvann earlier this year for allegedly trying to control construction near the temples.

    Cambodian officials are presently scrambling to deal with a tremendous blow to tourism in the wake of the global scare following the September 11 attacks in the USA. Tourism figures dropped 20 per cent in September, which has translated into enormous losses for Cambodia's few rated hotels, particularly in Siem Reap.   ( 

CRACKDOWN ON BARS MAY DETER ASIAN TOURISTS

[The Nation: 18.12.01] - ASIAN tourists may have a reason to stay away from Cambodia: No more sing-along karaoke. 

   Tourism officials have refocused their promotional efforts on regional tourists to make up for the significant loss of Western tourists after September 11. But some fear early successes in luring Asian tourists may now be blunted by a crackdown on Cambodia's night-time hotspots. "[The Taiwanese, Chinese, Singaporeans, Japanese and Thais] need some place to relax at night," said Moeung Son, owner of the Eurasie Travel agency. "If only they could keep a few open, that would be good."

   In a blunt message against vice, Prime Minister Hun Sen ordered the closure of karaoke parlours and nightclubs in November, and threatened heavy-handed measures against anyone who defied his orders. He said there were more than 1,000 karaoke bars in Phnom Penh, but only soMe 140 had permits. According to rough estimates by city officials, there were more than 4,000 workers, predominantly young women, in the establishments. 

   Hun Sen fired back at criticisms that his measures have caused joblessness by saying that, in fact, the government "has liberated girls from human hell." He added, "Some girls make US$30 or US$50 a month. Or guests give them tips if they go out to have sex with them. But when they fall sick with AIDS, this money is not enough to even pay for their cremation, not to mention treatment. It creates a lot of sufferings for the families."

   Officials are mixed on what the net result of the bar closures would be, but there are concerns that tourists, who used to be attracted to Cambodia's "Wild West" image may find it less enticing. "These things were definitely part of the entertainment in Cambodia," admitted Tourism Minister Veng Sereyvuth.   (
POL POT RESORT PLANNED

[The Nation: 13.11.01; 19.12.01] - PRIME MINISTER Hun Sen has instructed government agencies to draw up a master plan to preserve Anlong Veng, where Pol Pot died in April 1998. The area, which lies just inside the northern Cambodian border with Thailand, will be "turned into a nation's historic tourist zone," Hun Sen said in a circular signed in December.

   "The plan is not designed to glorify Pol Pot," Thong Khon, the deputy minister of tourism, said. "It will preserve the bitter history for the young generation to learn that anything that goes against the law of human progress cannot last long." At least 1.7 million Cambodians died from starvation, disease, overwork and summary execution, when the Khmer Rouge turned the country into a vast agrarian work camp between 1975 and 1979. 

   Located 320 kilometres northwest of Phnom Penh, Anlong Veng holds little interest to outsiders aside from being a stark reminder of Cambodia's bloody past. But in November, Thailand promised to help upgrade a road through Anlong Veng down to Siem Reap, home to the Angkor temples. That has spurred hope of a tourist boom in the former Khmer Rouge base.

   Thong Khon said an official development plan of Anlong Veng was urgently needed, because the future influx of business could "erase the traces of Pol Pot". He added, "The area is still littered with land mines, otherwise the land would have been grabbed already."   (
THAILAND

TOURISM-IN-PARKS PLAN UPSETS ACTIVISTS 
[Bangkok Post: 15.11.01; 23.12.01] - THE Royal Forestry Department (RFD) would spend 217 million baht (US$4.8 million) to improve national parks countrywide to boost tourism in line with government policy, recently announced forestry chief Plodprasop Suraswadi. But environmental activists fear the plan could be harmful to the ecological system. Nikom Puttha, of Wildlife Fund Thailand (WFT), complained the department was also trying to transform some wildlife sanctuaries into tourist destinations.
   Over the last years, the RFD has been strongly criticized for its forays into tourism, and it is not clear what safeguards the government has put in place to ensure ecological values do not clash with financial ones. The money would be spent on turning park lodgings into tourist bungalows and to build camping grounds equipped with essential facilities, Plodprasop said.
   "I guarantee that Thailand will earn a great deal of money after the department completes the task because more tourists would visit our national parks,'' he said. "Tourists will stay longer because of improved lodgings and other facilities." He added that local people's participation would be vital to the plan with about 3,000 villagers to be trained as 'ecotour' guides.
   Deputy Agriculture Minister Praphat Panyachartrak said he would keep an eye on the department's work. "Any construction of recreational buildings that disturb the forest ecosystem will not be allowed,'' Praphat said.
   However, Nikom of WFT suggested the RFD should not be left to implement the plan alone. It must talk to ecologists and local community groups because the department had never succeeded in managing tourism in protected forest areas, he said. Several lush forests have been degraded because the department lacks the ability to properly manage national parks for tourism,'' he said.
   Nikom also opposed Mr Plodprasop's idea of turning some wildlife sanctuaries, which were conserved solely for ecological purposes, into national parks to serve tourists. Plodprasop admitted he had such a plan, but said the transformation of certain parts of wildlife sanctuaries into recreational zones would be done to serve purposes other than tourism. He claimed the plan was based on ecological principles. 

   Meanwhile, environmental groups have called for a review of the National Park Conservation Act, saying it had failed to maintain protected areas and had led to violent conflicts between forestry officials and local people.
   "After 40 years of enforcement, it is time to review the law, learning from past lessons,'' said Suraphol Duangkhae, the secretary general of WFT that is spearheading a campaign to have the public have a bigger say in reviewing the act.  "Cases of conflict are evident: arson against forest conservation units in various areas, use of force which resulted in the loss of lives of both forestry officials and villagers, forced relocation, and violent protests. Unless changes are made, these conflicts will but continue.''
   Pornpana Guaycharoen of the Project for Ecological Recovery said there was a double standard in a law which allowed well-to-do people to take advantage of forests in the name of tourism, while poor people were evicted from their farmland, adding that conflicts had sharply increased after 1992 when the RFD's forest zoning turned ancestral land of local villagers into national parks, making it illegal for them to stay. "Things seem to be getting better now that the Community Forest Bill, which recognizes indigenous rights and people's participation, is being made into law. But reform of the national park act is still unavoidable,'' she said.   (
BIODIVERSITY TO BE INCLUDED IN TOURISM COURSES

[Bangkok Post: 30.11.01; 24.12.01] - RAJABHAT Institute campuses will next year include the study of biodiversity in two new tourism courses in a bid to produce more environmentally-aware workers for the industry. Assoc Prof Pravit Shoosilapa, president of the institute in Phitsanulok, said the international crisis facing wild fauna and flora made it necessary for tourism graduates to have environmental awareness and knowledge. The course, Tourism and Biodiversity, dealt with the relationship of tourism and natural diversity, interpreting nature, and the use of ecology and geography in tourism management. The other course, Biodiversity Laws, explored applying nature conservation in the tourism industry as well as various laws and international treaties and conventions on conservation and tourism.
   The development of the courses was being supported by the World Wide Fund for Nature (WFT), the University Affairs Bureau and the Forestry Department.
   Pravit said the conservation of wild fauna and flora was an international concern, and Thailand risked being sanctioned by the world community as it was in 1991 if it ignored the issue. In 1991, member countries of the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species imposed trade sanctions on Thailand for not having measures to prevent the trade of endangered animals and plants. A year later, Thailand enacted the 1992 Wildlife Protection Act and the sanctions were lifted. But by then, the country had suffered more than US$44 million in lost revenue.
   WWF said a 2000 Interpol survey found the worldwide trade in wild animals and plants was valued at about US$12 billion a year, second in value to the illegal drug trade. 
   A WWF survey of 26 provinces in Thailand early this year valued the trade in wild animals and plants worth at about US$4.4 million, with 80 per cent of the trade in Bangkok. It said an attempt must be made to alter the value system of buyers of wild animals and plants. Tourists were one of the most important groups of buyers.   (
Special Report 

HUA HIN: FROM ROYAL RETREAT TO LOW-RENT RESORT

Story by Denis D. Gray of Associated Press (November 2001)

The noblewoman remembers childhood days at Thailand's oldest resort, when the tallest landmarks were sighing pine trees sheltering gracious villas, when the unsullied sand and sea shimmered. This was the languid hideaway where in 1927 King Rama VII built the Klai Klangwol, or "Far from Worries," summer palace and monkeys scampered across the country's second oldest golf course. It was unlike any place in Thailand - a blend of old Europe and the sun-drenched tropics.

   Today, bluebloods like Achariya Kongsiri and others are sounding the death knell for Hua Hin, just as promoters cheer that this retreat on the Gulf of Thailand has finally made it into the ranks of global tourist hot spots. "It's exciting to be part of Hua Hin's development, to put Hua Hin on the map," says Dirk De Cuyper, general manager of the towering Hilton Hua Hin.

   Once a sleepy fishing village, the town has in recent years sprouted German beer gardens and pizzerias, a go-cart track, shooting range and a bar strip stocked with prostitutes adjacent to a Buddhist monastery. High-rise condominiums now dominate almost the entire 5-kilometer-long arc of beach. A US$35 million terminal and extended runway were opened for daily flights in October, Hyatt International is unveiling a 204-room property in December, and other hotels are rushing to complete major renovations.

   "We need more tourists," says Silachai Surai, who heads the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) office in the Hua Hin area. This battle cry is heard throughout the country, which banks on tourism - one of the only bright spots - to pull Thailand out of its economic quagmire. The government hopes to attract 22 million foreign visitors by 2010, up from the 10.4 million expected this year, and wants to channel as many of them as possible to relatively untouristed places like Hua Hin.

   Critics say such pushes have ravaged pristine areas. In Thailand and other developing countries, they say, lack of planning coupled with corruption and greed equal despoliation when mass tourism arrives. "Hua Hin has changed tremendously. Luckily it still hasn't developed into a Pattaya, but it's headed that way," says Achariya, referring to another seaside resort, one mired in concrete, pollution and prostitution.

   Achariya's grandfather Prince Nares Voraridh fell under Hua Hin's spell when supervising construction of a railway through the region and in 1911 built a family residence there. Others of the Thai elite followed. Into the mid-1980s, Hua Hin remained an old-fashioned, genteel escape for Thais and expatriate families living in Bangkok, 200 kilometers to the northeast. They came to savor, one travel writer observed, "a holiday like holidays used to be before the world got mechanized into pleasure."

   Then came the boom years. Cash flush developers bought up many of the old properties, their owners tempted by the high offers and ready to move into condos which required less upkeep and no servants. High rises began to pierce Hua Hin's low skyline.

   Now, to Anita Pleumarom of the Bangkok-based Tourism Investigation & Monitoring Team, Hua Hin hovers between the "consolidation" stage - when large-scale development for mass tourism occurs - and decline, when tourists begin to desert in favor of "unspoiled" places. She refers to a model developed by Canadian geographer Richard Butler, which begins with the "discovery" of a destination featuring authentic culture and an intact environment.

   Some hoteliers and tourism officials read the danger signals but their twin goals of preservation and big time promotion may prove mutually exclusive. "It's a promising destination as long as we can keep Hua Hin's special character. If it gets too commercialized it will be difficult for us," says Hilton's De Cuyper. "We don't want a second Miami here."

   The Hilton, six other five-star hotels and the TAT have formed a loose alliance to raise such issues as the sleazy nightlife, deteriorating water quality and the demolition of the wooden fishermen's houses with their intricately carved porches and doorways. Their hope is that the presence of King Bhumibol Adulyadej, the highly revered monarch who now spends much of the year in Hua Hin, will put a brake on rampant development.

   But despite years of debate, a master plan for Hua Hin doesn't exist. And the local administration is so weak it can't even halt the wholesale replacement of traditional structures by some 50 garish tailor shops like Romeo and P. Picasso, which offer budget pricetags with rock-bottom tastes to match. The remaining family villas are being bought up.

   Achariya's family, which owns a fabrics company, is among the last holdouts. "We treasure the house and want to keep it so our children can see the kind of life we used to live. There's no place like old Hua Hin anymore," says the 58-year-old Achariya. "But how long will our property stay that way? I don't know. At least a lifetime, I hope."

YUNNAN/CHINA

A TALE OF ECOLOGICAL DEVASTATION

[South China Morning Post: 12.10.01] - MUDSLIDES kill hundreds every year in Yunnan Province, and it is easy to see how by looking across the ravine to western Sichuan. Only the tops of mountains are clothed with forests. Lower down, erosion has stripped away the topsoil, leaving bare rocks.

   They call this the roof of the world, but when rain falls, water rips down the denuded slopes and washes away 600 million tonnes of soil. In just 30 years, half the major forests of Tibet have disappeared. They once protected the great rivers of Asia - the Yangtze, Mekong, Salween, Brahmaputra and the Yellow River. 

   Three of the rivers flow through Diqing prefecture in northwestern Yunnan. Just enough remains of its natural forests of oak, pine and fir to imagine how beautiful the region must have looked just decades ago. But after 1949, a story of ecological devastation is told by statistics.

   Across Yunnan province, forest cover has fallen from 50 per cent to less than 25 per cent. Along the upper reaches of the Jinsha (Golden Sands) River in the province, forest cover dropped from 40 per cent to 19 per cent, and in Sichuan, tree cover averages just 3.9 per cent. 

   In Deqin county, part of Diqing prefecture, commercial logging only started in 1972, when state logging brought in thousands of loggers from Heilongjiang and Jilin provinces. About 4,000 timer-cutters settled, and the logging peaked in about 1992. "You used to see 50 to 60 trucks a day carrying logs down to Lijiang in the south," said Uttara Sarkar Crees, who runs a hotel and trekking firm in Zhongdian, capital of the prefecture.

   But the timber riches brought no wealth to the region - least of all to indigenous Tibetans, the poorest people in Yunnan, one of the most impoverished provinces. "We were poor before, and you can't say we have developed quickly in the past few years," said Mr. Zhang, an ethnic Tibetan.

   The last natural forests were only just saved. They lie at the foot of Mount Kawagebo or between the steep ravines of the Salween, Mekong and Jinsha in the highest and most inaccessable part of the region. It took the Yangtze floods in 1998 to awaken the central government to the danger of deforestation. Premier Zhu Rongji ordered a temporary ban on all logging by state companies and allocated more than 22 billion yuan in compensation.

   "Actually, most of the logging companies were already bankrupt. The logging ban was a way out for them," said a local source. The ban forced a major shift in Yunnan's economic policies. The province declared that tourism would be central to its economy. Diqing prefecture has linked up with the US-based Nature Conservancy Council to develop most of the area as an 'ecotourism' destination. 

   In the 1980s, most of the forests in China were turned over to villagers, who were free to sell the wood to lumber companies. "People in other villagers sold up their forest for a few million yuan," said Gesrong Dinghu, one of the chiefs in Narang village that is keen to attract tourists. "We chose not to - without the forest we have nothing."   (
