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THE REGION

OUTCRY OVER GOLF RESORT PROJECT IN THE ‘EMERALD TRIANGLE’

[Bangkok Post: 12.2.02; 14.2.02; 16.2.02; 17.2.02; 19.2.02; The Nation: 15.2.02; 17.2.02] - AN ambitious plan of the governments of Thailand, Laos and Cambodia to transform the area where their three countries meet into a world-class tourist attraction is in limbo as obstacles emerge from several directions. 

   The Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) is claiming credit for this idea which has been floating around for at least a decade, since there was talk about “turning former battlefields into marketplaces” - and golf courses. The plan is to attract golfers the world over by offering the unique experience of playing a round of golf over three countries without tiresome travel and the inconvenience of immigration formalities. Investors from the United States and Japan are interested in the project, a government official said.

   Thai conservation groups are up in arms because the proposed site for the so-called Emerald Triangle Development Project falls within a national park in Ubon Ratchathani province. A large forest area of the Phu Jong Na Yoi National Park would have to be sacrificed to make way for the golf course. In fact, it is an A1 watershed area which is off-limits to any development project.
   In addition, the area is rife with land-mines planted in the 1980s when it was a battleground between the now defunct Khmer Rouge and the Vietnamese-backed Hun Sen government. The estimated cost of de-mining the tri-country junction would amount to Bt500 million (US$11.4 million), and it could take years to clear the zone, experts said. Moreover, the Thailand Mine Action Centre announced it had no mandate to de-mine the Emerald Triangle because its activities are restricted to humanitarian work.

According to the head of the national park division, the golf course could be defined as “ecotourism”, and could co-exist with the protected forest because it was also a green area where golfers could watch wild animals while playing golf on the fairways.
  The project calls on each government of the three countries to maximize tourism potential in the area. For Thailand, the golf course is just one highlight, and there are also plans to build an amusement park, resorts, health-centres, a helipad and a zoo. In Laos, a conference centre, war museum, an adventure tourism area and an airport have been designed to be constructed. In Cambodia, there are plans to build a sports centre, amusement park, botanical garden and an open zoo. In addition, all three governments are responsible for building roads to link the tourist attractions.

   Environmentalists may be voicing their protests, but the Royal Forestry Department (RFD) has not raised one word of opposition. Quite the opposite, the department is embracing the project. Deputy Agriculture and Co-operatives Minister Prapat Panyachatrak, who supervises the RFD, said, “It is necessary to revoke the national park status to serve tourism because the activity will bring in a large amount of revenue.'' 
   Prapat also claimed the national park was already a degraded forest, so the impact need not be severe. But Watana Kaeokamnerd, a former forestry deputy director-general, said the forest was still pristine, especially in the border area were land-mines deterred people from encroaching on the land. The national park also belongs to the Pha Taem Protected Forest Complex, established to promote cooperation for Transboundary Biodiversity Conservation between Thailand, Cambodia and Laos, he said.
   Vichit Pattanagosai, head of the national park division, said the department backed the plan because it would boost Thailand's economy. “National parks aim to provide recreational areas for tourists. So, why should we oppose golf courses and other recreational facilities?'' he asked. 

   Vichit said the golf course could be defined as “ecotourism”, and could co-exist with the protected forest because it was also a green area where golfers could watch wild animals while playing golf on the fairways.
   The secretary-general of the non-governmental Isan Forestry Network, Pramote Ponpinyo countered: “The golf course is absolutely contradictory to watershed [conservation] and massive tourism would damage wildlife.”

   “We have too many golf courses,” said Niran Pitakwatchara, a senator from Ubon Ratchathani who opposes the project. “How can local people benefit from such a project based purely on business interests? We don’t want to see local people merely employed as caddies at a golf course. 

   An editorial in The Nation called the Emerald Triangle Development Project an “outrageous proposal”.

   “The entertainment complex certainly doesn’t help the Thai government’s credibility in terms of its commitment to sound environmental policy,” it said. “The project’s aim is to attract foreign tourists and their hard currency. No matter how brilliant the project is on the drawing board, it is simply inconceivable that the government should abandon its principle of sustainable development in favour of short-term gains.” 

   A Bangkok Post editorial argued, “Thailand's once bountiful forest cover is rapidly being depleted. Deforestation and encroachment, among other influences, are taking a heavy toll. It is the prime responsibility of the Forestry Department to arrest this trend and protect our forests and their wildlife and bio-diversity… There is also no guarantee that an international golf course carved out of the forests will attract large numbers of golfers. Is the risk worth the onslaught on our fragile ecological system?”   (
Conferences 

INDIGENOUS PEOPLES INTERFAITH DIALOGUE ON GLOBALIZATION AND TOURISM

Chiang Rai, Thailand, 14-18 January 2002

A recent conference in Chiang Rai, Thailand, brought together representatives of the World Council of Churches (WCC), the Hong Kong-based Ecumenical Coalition on Third World Tourism (ECTWT), Indigenous Peoples organizations and NGOs from Asia to share their experiences on the issues of globalization and tourism and to discuss strategies to uphold Indigenous Peoples rights in the face of mounting challenges posed by commercial tourism. 

“The modern tourism industry leaves limited choices to indigenous communities to reject it,” says the Statement produced at the conference. “They are trapped by the powerful corporate interests at work, the lure of economic incentives, and the perception that it will enable the preservation of indigenous cultures and traditions. 

“Indigenous Peoples have come to realize that much have been lost while gaining little under the process of globalization and expansion of tourism.  The representatives of Indigenous Peoples organizations and movements, participating in this meeting urge to strive for regaining indigenous peoples rights as understood by their communities and as recognized under existing international rights covenants, conventions, and laws.”

In addition, questioning the sustainability of ‘ecotourism’ and its economic benefits for local communities, the delegates expressed concerns about the process of developing global guidelines for sustainable tourism under the Convention of Biological Diversity (CBD) and the International Year of Ecotourism (IYE). Since traditional values, rights and the very fabric of Indigenous Peoples systems have been neglected, the conference for non-cooperation with the IYE and demanded that all opening up of new areas as ecotourism destinations and any unfinished projects in the name of the IYE be stopped. 

“Tourism in the context of globalisation brings in market competition, appropriates lands and resources of indigenous communities, and forces Indigenous Peoples to become showcases and ‘human museum exhibits’,” the delegates reasoned. “Indigenous Peoples are becoming increasingly vulnerable to exploitation by bioprospectors and biopirates, where traditional wisdom and knowledge and natural resources have been expropriated for business interests.”

For more information and the full text of the Conference Statement, contact Rev. Tan Chi Kiong at the Ecumenical Coalition of Third World Tourism (Email:contours@pacific.net.hk).

ASEAN TOURISM IN THE POST-9/11 ERA

[Bangkok Post: 26.1.02; 28.1.02; 29.1.02] - ASIAN Ministers in charge of tourism recently held an annual meeting that was far from routine. The chief concern of the ministers, and the tourism industry these days, is the lack of tourists. Most blame an economic turndown and attacks by terrorists for the falling number of visitors. 
The ministers made clear they will not panic. One of the most important decisions they made was where to meet. Their decision to stick with the choice to meet in Yogyakarta was astute. The Indonesian city has got a bad press recently. Young thugs roamed Yogyakarta late last year, looking for foreigners to intimidate and, supposedly, to assault. The city also has been mentioned as a centre for extremists in Southeast Asia. The message from the 13 government ministers - from ASEAN, China, Japan and Korea - seemed clear: “Visitors are safe anywhere in the region”.
President Megawati Sukarnoputri added to that unspoken notion with a strong speech. With tourism down, she said, it is important for countries to work together to rebuild confidence. The speech was important because Indonesia has been accused lately by some reports as being soft on terrorism.
 
That raised a subject that was one of the most popular topics among ministers, aides and delegates to a tourism fair also being held in Yogyakarta. Many felt that tourists were avoiding East Asia because of press reports about terrorist attacks. The fighting in the southern Philippines and the breakup of a violent gang in Singapore have received much publicity. So have violence in Indonesia, separatist bombings in Thailand and revelations that international terrorists have found friends in Malaysia. The ministers considered various retorts to such “negative'' press coverage. 
Despite the bleak prospects for tourism in the post-9/11 era, the ministers agreed on second-phase implementation of the Visit ASEAN 2002 campaign addressing the consumer market with primary focus on intra-Asean travel in addition to the existing major markets in the Asia-Pacific region.
The campaign was launched at the Asean Tourism Forum in Brunei in 2001. Under the first phase, the ASEAN national tourism organizations raised US$190,000 from their own resources but managed to get almost another US$1 million from other sources like the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) whose US$200,000 input was a first by the agency, which normally focuses on development projects, not marketing. However, ASEAN tourism officials said the UNDP money had been allocated for other ASEAN projects, which did not proceed, and the agency was persuaded to divert the funding for tourism promotion instead. That money has been spent on global TV advertising and other big-ticket marketing campaigns to build awareness of the ‘ASEAN brand’.

MEKONG ISLETS AND RAPIDS SET TO BE BLASTED 

[Bangkok Post: 22.1.02; The Nation: 30.1.02] - THE Chinese proposal to clear islets along the Mekong river to facilitate commercial navigation could adversely affect the ecology and people's lives, environmentalists have warned. Meanwhile, it remains unclear if the economic benefits of commercial navigation would be worth the environmental impact.
   “What we have seen already is the impact of the Chiang Saen and Chiang Kong ports,” said Rachan Veeraphan, chairman of the Joint Economic Quadrangle Chamber, at a recent meeting in Chiang Rai. “Laos has complained that the constructions changed the Mekong current, which is eroding the Lao riverbank.''
   “Besides, no one in Chiang Rai caught a single giant catfish last year. I don't know if this is the result of the passage of big vessels along the Mekong.''
   The meeting focused on planned economic co-operation in the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS), which would lead to construction of 14 ports along the river in China, Burma, Laos and Thailand. It would also involve the clearance of islets to widen the channel and allow big vessels to travel almost all year round from China's Si Mao port to Luang Prabang.
   Rachan said the cost of river travel for passengers, tourists and cargoes would be higher than land transport and riskier. “When roads between these countries are completed, water transport will serve fewer people. It may be only for tourists,'' he said.
   The meeting was told China had a major role in pushing for the clearance of the Mekong river. Since the four countries signed a navigation agreement last June, China was the only country operating cargo vessels along the waterway. China has contributed about US$4.55 million for clearing of the river and plans to begin operating vessels with a 300-tonne load capacity in 2003, and up to 500 tonnes later. Such big vessels need a water channel at least 50 metres wide and 6 metres deep, and that means the clearance of 12 islets from 100-2,000 metres long and 50-150 metres wide.
   An environmentalist said the islets slowed the current down to 30kph, which was suitable for fish to breed. Clearing the channel would change that. “Ecological systems will change. Some water animals and plants may not grow. The variety of animals and plants, about which we already know little, will decline,'' he said. 

   A faster current would affect fish catches and farming, which has been practised along the river for centuries. The planned navigation channel would quickly fill with sand and dredging it would be costly. He was also worried that road links between the four countries would facilitate logging and deforestation.
   After the meeting, Pornchai Rujiprapa, deputy secretary-general of Thailand’s National Economic and Social Development Board, proposed an environmental impact study be done before blasting is carried out.  

   Nevertheless, the Thai Cabinet approved a project to boost transportation on the Mekong River that requires the blasting of a series of natural rapids. According to the plan, 11 rapids will be removed to improve the river channel: nine on the section of the Burma-Lao border, one on the China-Burma border and the last one on the Thai-Lao border in Chiang Rai.

   Witoon Permpongsacharoen of the environmental group TERRA argued that the project is unnecessary right now as the existing harbours are under-used. “Even companies promoting cruise tourism have gone out of business because of the natural limitations of the Mekong River. There is hardly  enough water in the dry season.”   (  

BURMA

JUNTA IN BID TO BOOST TOURISM 

[The Nation: 13.1.01; Myanmar Times: 4.-10.02; Xinhua: 9.2.02] – BURMA’S tourism industry has not developed as successfully as in other Asian countries, Khin Nyunt, first secretary of the ruling State Peace and Development Council, said in January. This was “despite an abundance of favourable conditions”, he said, adding that closer cooperation between the government and private sector was a practical solution to the problem.

   According to official statistics, tourist arrival in Burma dropped by 50.6 percent in the first ten months of 2001 compared with the same period of 2000, reaching only 92,388. The Burmese military junta, however, wants to draw 500,000 foreign tourists annually.
   U Khin Maung Latt, the director general of the Ministry of Hotels and Tourism, maintained cooperation with other ASEAN countries had helped Burma’s tourism industry. The tourism industry had improved slightly following a joint ASEAN marketing promotion, which highlighted popular destinations throughout the region, but it may take more time before the full effect of the promotion was felt, he said. 
   Speaking on his return from the 5th ASEAN tourism ministers’ meeting in Yogyakarta, Indonesia,  U Khin Maung Latt said joint promotions by ASEAN were cost-effective for Burma, which could not afford to advertise its tourist destinations in countries such as the United States. He said the meeting had also discussed a marketing strategy of promoting the ASEAN countries as ‘safe’ tourist destinations. 
   Burma is also involved in other regional tourism-related activities, including market promotion activities of nations in the Great Mekong Region (GMS) as well as the Ganges-Mekong cooperation program. In addition, it has signed bilateral agreements on tourism with China, Cambodia, Laos, Singapore and Thailand.
   To further boost the industry, about 20 Burmese companies have so far registered to take part in the International Tourism Bourse (ITB) due to open in Berlin, Germany on 16 March. The main exhibitor, the Myanmar Tourism Promotion Board (MTPB), has leased a booth at which the companies will feature their travel service products. "This travel fair is the largest travel show in the world, so it attracts the largest number of tour operators, travel agents, airlines and hoteliers," said MTPB member, Duncan MacLean. "This fair offers enormous potential for attracting more tourists to Myanmar (Burma)," he said. 
   MTPB marketing committee public relations and marketing executive, Kyawt Kyawt San, said a larger booth was leased this year to ensure that up to 24 travel businesses could take part. "Last year, we hired only a 62-square meter booth, which had enough space for only 17 co-exhibitors," she said.   (
THAI PRIME MINISTER REVEALS PLANS FOR A SKI-RESORT IN KACHIN STATE

[The Nation: 19.2.02] – THAKSIN Shinawatra, Thailand’s prime minister, announced on 18 February that the Thai government would help Burma develop a ski field near the town of Putao in northern Kachin State. Following talks with Burmese officials, he directed the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) to undertake a feasibility study in Burma later this year.

   “The flight from Chiang Mai to the field will be only one hour to play in the snow. It will be cheaper than other places,” Thaksin said. 

   Although most of Burma is tropical, the country boasts the highest peak in Southeast Asia, the 5,881-meter Mount Hkakabo Razi, on the Chinese border. The Burmese military junta first proposed a ski-resort development there in 1994 and upgraded Putao airport, but the project went on hold when no investors could be found.

   The ski-resort plan has already been criticized. “Bureaucracy, red tape and government interference with business makes any tourist development [in Burma] a very dubious proposition,” said Bertil Lindner, an author who has travelled widely in Burma.

   The proposal followed an earlier announcement by a Thai-Japanese joint venture that it intended to build a ski-resort on a mountain peak near Chiang Mai. Leisure Patine International Co. said it planned to use Japanese snow-making machines to turn the hilltop into a winter wonderland during the cool season, because snow does not fall in northern Thailand.   (
NEW EFFORT TO STOP FORCED LABOUR

[The Nation: 23.2.02] – A TEAM of the International Labour Organization (ILO) that recently arrived in Rangoon reported it was having “candid” discussions with Burma’s military regime over efforts to eradicate forced labour in the country. It is estimated that last year, nearly one million Burmese were deployed as forced labour to build roads, bridges, tourist resorts and military complexes.

   “The fact that they have agreed to talk with us gives us a good foundation,” said Francis Maupin, the ILO mission leader. “But we cannot say what the results will be.” 

   The discussions have dealt with the establishment of a permanent ILO office in Burma, the appointment of an obudsman and inquiries into the murders of people who reported forced labour cases in Shan State. The Burmese junta has so far rejected the idea of having an ILO office in the country, saying the move would be premature and that they favoured a step-by-step approach.

   The ILO mission comes after the Geneva-based organization made an unprecedented censure of Burma in November 2000, threatening more sanctions on the country if it failed to curb the use of forced later. In a bid to fend off further sanctions, the junta declared forced labour as illegal. But it remains unclear how the ban is being enforced.   (
CAMBODIA

TENSIONS HIGH OVER CLOSURE OF TEMPLE

[The Nation: 5.1.02; Bangkok Post: 14.1.02] - POLLUTION of Takhob stream, in Thailand, with rubbish from visitors to Preah Vihear temple in Cambodia is the source of the latest dispute between Bangkok and Phnom Penh, and has resulted in the indefinite closure of access to the ancient site.
   Takhob is a small stream on the Phanom Dongrak mountain range. France cited the watershed of the stream as the border between Thailand and Cambodia when it was the colonial power there. It also claimed the hilltop temple, which dates back to about the 11th century, over Thai protests. In 1962, the World Court ruled in favour of France although the entrance is on Thai soil, in Si Sa Ket province.
   Thai authorities closed the border at the entrance to Preah Vihear on 17 December, on grounds of public health concerns. They said Cambodians operating a market at the foot of the temple were polluting Takhob stream, which runs through several Thai villages. 
   Access to Preah Vihear has been closed off several times. After the World Court's ruling in 1962, the place was opened to tourists in 1970, but its condition was so poor Thai and Cambodian authorities agreed to jointly renovate it. The civil war in Cambodia prevented this. In 1975, the temple was closed when the Khmer Rouge took over the area.

   Heavy fighting around the temple between Khmer Rouge and Vietnamese troops sparked international concern about whether the historic monument would survive. The temple building finally collapsed under shelling when the Phnom Penh government occupied the vicinity in 1991. Preah Vihear was reopened to tourists in January 1992, but the war forced its closure again in 1993. This time, it was closed off from the world for almost five years.
   Apart from uncontrolled waste in the Takhob stream, the military also cited a demarcation dispute, tourists' safety, the disorganization of Cambodian vendors and the smuggling of gold and drugs. Vithaya Virarat, chairman of the Si Sa Ket chamber of commerce, said the border closure had cost Si Sa Ket and adjacent northeastern provinces about Bt50 million (US$1.14 million) in lost income from Thai and foreign tourists over the New Year. “The impact on the tourist industry in the Northeast is huge. There should be negotiations instead of closure,'' he said.
   Other Thai officials however said the closure only hurts Cambodia’s tourism industry, which has over the years become an important source of revenue for the worn-torn country.

   Boonme Buaton, a local politician, said Cambodian authorities at Preah Vihear always ignored requests from Thailand to solve the pollution problem. There were six local Cambodian agencies involved: military, customs, tourism, immigration, police and Preah Vihear provincial authorities.
   This pollution directly affects about 3,000 Thais living in six downstream villages. The people use the stream for cooking and washing, and draw their tap water from it.   (
THAILAND

Analysis 

THE PRECARIOUS STATE OF THAILAND’S TOURISM INDUSTRY

By Anita Pleumarom, Tourism Investigation & Monitoring Team

Whereas Thailand has been often referred to as tourism “success story” because of its capability to attract high numbers of foreign visitors, officials for the first time acknowledged “profitless growth” of the industry, when the new tourism master plan was adopted in February. As major problems were identified: falling market share in the Asia Pacific region and worldwide, decline of average length of stay of foreign tourists, stagnation of average expenditure per head per day for the past five years, intensive price competition that forces Thailand to sell services under value, higher tourism promotion costs compared to rival destinations in the region and insufficient budgets for the environmental protection and improvement of tourist areas.  

   In addition, events such as the Gulf Crisis in 1991, the Asian economic crisis in 1997 and particularly the recent September 11 (9/11) attacks in the United States, have clearly shown the high fragility and the speculative nature of the international tourism industry. The spectre of underutilized planes, airports, hotels, golf resorts and other facilities in times of crisis reflect an unhealthy oversupply and a waste of resources for tourism purposes. 

   Countries, which heavily rely on tourism income, are most vulnerable to unexpected setbacks, with millions of people directly and indirectly involved in the industry immediately facing greater economic and social insecurity. In Thailand alone, tourism provides employment for some two million people, according to official statistics. A recent report by the United Nations’ Economic Commission for Asia and the Pacific (UN-ESCAP), confirms that job losses resulting from 9/11 have led to new poverty in Asian nations with a high dependence on tourism and exports. 

   Over the last few decades, Thailand has systematically developed a tourist industry to boost foreign exchange earnings, investment, job creation as well as prestige in exchange for readily available natural and cultural resources. From 1980 to 2000, tourist arrivals in Thailand soared from one million to almost 10 million annually.

   The country’s tourism development has been heavily assisted by international financial institutions and inter-governmental organizations such as the World Bank, the ADB, the World Tourism Organization and UN agencies as well as the corporate sector, the Pacific Asia Travel Association (PATA) in particular. 

   Skeptics, however, have pointed out tourism’s negative impacts for many years. Uncontrolled development has resulted in the environmental degradation of the country’s beaches, marine areas, forests and mountains, and contributed to undesirable changes in society, such as the proliferation of the sex industry, conspicuous consumption and cultural erosion.

   Nevertheless, whenever the Thai economy faces major problems, the government resorts to costly tourism promotion campaigns as a saviour. Confronted with a new downturn, the present government under Thaksin Shinawatra vowed in 2001 to attract an additional 1.9 million foreign visitors and to boost foreign exchange earnings from tourism by Bt50 billion (US$1.14 billion) within one year. 

   Despite the constant rhetoric of “sustainable tourism”and “ecotourism”, there is little doubt that the policies pursued by the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) have been those most suitable for promoting the industry rather than for the protection of the environment and the benefit of local communities.

   Not enough has been done to develop effective mechanisms to monitor and control developments aimed at curbing environmental, social and cultural problems resulting from rapid tourism expansion. Management plans are often ignored, and environmental, zoning and construction laws are not being properly enforced. Many critical tourism-related issues - such as corruption, social vices, encroachment of public lands and diversion of natural resources and displacement of local and indigenous communities for the construction of hotels, resorts, golf courses and tourism-related infrastructure – have been typically neglected by policy-makers and project managers.

   Repeated attempts by the TAT and the Royal Forestry Department (RFD) to open up national parks to private tourism businesses have elicited great controversy. The RFD has even floated a proposal to grant leases to operators of illegal tourist facilities on resort islands.  

   The RFD declared 2000 as Visit National Park Year, aimed at promoting ecotourism and increasing the number of domestic and international tourists to more than 20 million to the parks. To prepare for the greater visitor influx, the RFD began in 1998 to implement large-scale tourism-related infrastructure projects in national parks countrywide, with funding from the World Bank and Japanese Bank for International Cooperation (JBIC-formerly OECD). These projects have involved the clearance of many park areas for the construction of roads, parking lots, visitor centres, bungalows, camp sites and other facilities. 

   As with tourism in general, governmental “ecotourism” schemes often pursue without proper involvement of local communities in decision-making. There is no adequate discussion on who owns the land and natural resources, how land should be used, where and how tourist facilities should be built, visitor volume or regulations on tourist conduct. All that has created and aggravated ecological problems and conflict between the government, private industry and ordinary citizens.

   A glaring example was the strong opposition by local residents and environmentalists against landscape changes in Phi Phi Islands National Park in Krabi province for the filming of 20th Century Fox’s movie ‘The Beach’, starring Leonardo DiCaprio, in 1999. The reason given by the government to allow the controversial film project to go ahead was to promote the country’s tourism industry and income for local communities. But critics insisted such actions make a mockery of conservation efforts and the legal system, showing that the commercialization of natural and cultural heritage for tourism purposes can override any other issue in Thailand.

   Such concerns persist as many natural and rural areas have been newly earmarked for ambitious tourism projects. Lately, the plan to develop a huge golf resort at the junction of the Thai, Laotian and Cambodian border has provoked another protest. Local conservation groups argue the project in the so-called ‘Emerald Triangle’ area should be rejected as the Thai land is located in a 1A watershed area, which is part of Ubon Ratchathani’s Phu Chong Na Yoi National Park. Yet, officials maintain that not even an Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) is required for the construction of the controversial golf course (see also p.1).

   A similar conflict could evolve around the government’s plan to turn the Koh Chang marine park in Trat province into a luxurious retreat for high-spending visitors. Residents are already worried about rampant land speculation and the mushrooming of five-star hotel projects on Koh Chang Island (see story below). 

   Tourism developments in Thailand’s protected areas reflect more than just disregard for environmental and legal concerns. The social injustice inherent in these projects is also evident as they stop the access to land and natural resources of weaker social groups – such as villagers who have often inhabited the area for generations – and open these areas for stronger groups, namely, investors and affluent tourists. As a result, there have been increasing incidents of resistance by local people, including ethnic hill people -, when the RFD moved to resettle communities to expand or create new national parks. 

   According to officials’ belief, local communities should abandon their traditional self-reliant lifestyles and economic activities and turn to tourism as an alternative source of income in new locations. However, research has found that local people hardly benefit from tourism. Therefore, the claim of tourism being a viable tool for development and poverty alleviation has been put into question by critics. 

   As in other developing countries, tourism in Thailand is largely driven by foreign industry interests, and the gains for the national economy have been greatly over-estimated. A 1990 study on Thailand by the Bangkok-based National Institute and Development Administration found that at least 60 per cent of tourism revenue, amounting to US$4 billion in 1989, had flown out of the country as profits to foreign corporations, and for the import of goods and services and other remittances. 

   The structural adjustment programme imposed by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) as a result of the financial crisis in 1997, has pushed for the opening up of Thailand’s travel and tourism industry, despite increasing recognition that there are many disadvantages and risks. For instance, most of today’s foreign direct investment in tourism in the country is not devoted to new job-creating projects but mainly to mergers and acquisitions. Transnational corporations are rapidly buying up domestic companies, which results in a massive transfer of wealth to foreign corporate hands and escalating levels of financial leakages. 

   This situation is compounded by ongoing efforts to deregulate the travel and tourism sector under the World Trade Organization (WTO)/General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS) system. There are grave concerns that globalization and progressive liberalization of Thailand’s service sector further undermines the economic viability of local enterprises and the country’s ability to allocate necessary resources for the preservation of natural and cultural assets and sustainable community development.

   In view of all these burning problems and given the many political and economic uncertainties in the post-9/11 era, which emphasize the issue of unpredictable demand, it is of utmost importance that Thailand fundamentally rethinks its tourism policy. 

   Decision-makers should recognize that inflated tourism promotion and development is an unsustainable route for the country. Reducing dependency on tourism and start thinking about alternative development strategies to bring about greater stability of the national economy, secure livelihoods for local people and social and environmental sustainability now appears essential.   (           

KOH CHANG TO BECOME A ‘BIG-BUCK PARADISE’

[Bangkok Post: 10.1.02; 18.1.02; 16.2.02; The Nation: 23.1.02; 17.2.02; 18.2.02] - DURING a trip last October to Koh Chang, Thailand's second largest island, Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra suggested the island be developed into “the second Phuket”, but with a caveat  - only the rich are welcome. A new committee has taken on the task to “upgrade the island” to serve tourists who can spend more than US$1000 a day. Notably, 80 per cent per cent of the Koh Chang archipelago that comprises some 60 islands is under national park jurisdiction!

   Plodprasop Suraswadi, the chief of the Royal Forestry Department, was recently appointed chairman of the committee drafting a tourism master plan for the entire Koh Chang marine park. The area would cater to “first-class tourists'', to limit the number of visitors, said Plodprasop, adding, “So backpackers would not be welcomed”. 

   The plan is to create a big-buck paradise for ‘island-hopping’ high-spending visitors. The proposed zoning groups facilities into four main categories – entertainment and accommodation, museums, safari tours and restricted-access forest. In the entertainment zone, a private island – Koh Kradas – will boast a golf resort. Koh Chang and smaller outlying islands are to be reserved for resort and spa facilities. 

   A number of museums, handicraft centres and exhibitions are also to be built on different islands. Other planned attractions include an open zoo and farms raising crocodiles and snakes in captivity. Some less accessible islands with pristine tropical forests will be designated for trekking and exploration.

   In addition, local people would be encouraged to offer home-stay accommodation to tourists, and fishermen would be asked to organize coastal fishing trips for foreigners. Private investors will be invited to bid for the right to build and operate tourist attractions and facilities.

   The RFD plans to ask the government to allocate Bt400 million (US$9.1 million) for the construction of infrastructure such as roads, boat piers, and a freshwater pipeline system from the mainland to all islands.

   Since the announcement of the plan has become known, the well-known destructive tourism cycle promptly began with a speculative building boom on the main island. Land prices have soared, and more and more beach areas are being cleared for the construction of five-star hotels and resorts. Land-title deeds once held by local residents and small investors are now increasingly falling into the hands of vested interests that represent large businesses from outside.

   Many of the 30,000 residents oppose the idea that the Phuket model is the right path to follow. Other critics say by engaging in tourism promotion, the RFD has strayed from its main responsibility, namely to protect and preserve the country’s nature reserves.
   Forestry chief Plodprasop pledged Koh Chang would be developed carefully to avoid environmental damage such as occurred on Phuket, and an environmental impact assessment study would ensure this. He then conceded, “However, I cannot guarantee that Koh Chang will not end up like Phuket, which has been extensively damaged by tourism.''   (
‘WILD’ WEDDING SPECTACLES ON VALENTINE’S DAY 

[The Nation: 9.2.02; Bangkok Post: 15.2.02] - UNDERWATER weddings in Trang province that have been held every year on Valentine's Day since six years ago pose a serious threat to the declining dugong population, warned Phisit Charnsanoh of the local environmental organization Yadfon. He said boats taking many couples and witnesses to the under water wedding off Koh Kradan scared the dugongs, a very sensitive animal on the verge of extinction. 

   “Up to 100 boats were involved in last year's event,'' Phisit told a conference organized by the United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP) that recently published a study on environmental threats to dugongs 

   Kanjana Adulyanukul a marine biologist of Phuket Marine Biological Centre said disturbance is one of the major causes of death in dugongs. “The animal often suffers from panic attack, which blocks the blood flow to several parts of the body, when faced with a chase or loud noises,'' she said.

   The Underwater Wedding on Valentine’s Day is Trang’s best-known tourist event that has even attracted the Tourist Authority of Thailand (TAT) and Thai Airways as its chief sponsors.

   The idea for an underwater wedding was mooted by Surin Phongtapien, hotel owner and deputy chairman of the Thailand Chamber of Commerce and permanent honorary chairman of the Trang Chamber of Commerce. Surin also owns a travel agency and a scuba diving school in Trang, both of which play a key role in the annual underwater wedding.

   In the morning of Valentine’s Day, couples take the boat for the two-hour-trip to Koh Kradan Island. Following a ‘Blessing’ ceremony on the beach outside Koh Kradan Resort, they don their diving costumes, masks, oxygen cylinders and take the plunge - literally. The underwater ceremony takes place at a table on the seafloor, where the marriage certificates are signed. After the underwater ceremony that takes less than 30 minutes, the couples return to Trang, where they change into their bridal attire for a grand Reception arranged by a luxurious beach hotel. To attach an ‘ecotourism’ label to the event, the new-weds are taken to a national park the next day to plant trees.

   Moreover, this year, the popular Phu Kradung National Park in Loei province became for the first time the venue of a mass wedding ceremony on Valentine’s Day. The event was also part of an ‘ecotourism’ programme, said Supphachai Dolprasit, the national park chief. The young couples had to pass several steep paths on the trekking trail up to Phu Kradung mountain before signing their marriage certificates.   (    

VIETNAM

INDUSTRY SEES UNTAPPED POTENTIALS FOR MARINE TOURISM:

[Vietnam News Agency: 15.2.02] -  LOCATED in the centre of Southeast Asia, Vietnam that faces the ocean is in a favourable position for tourism development, especially marine tourism, official and industry sources say. Along with natural scenery, the diverse culture of different ethnic groups living near the coastline is a typical part of Vietnam's marine tourism industry. More than 37 million people from eight ethnic groups (Kinh, Chinese, Khmer, Raglai, Cham, San Diu, Dao and Ngai) inhabit the coastal area, each has its own cultural identity in architecture, costumes, customs, festivals and handicrafts. In addition, more than 2,300 historical and cultural relics on the islands are regarded as attraction for Vietnam's marine tourism. 

   According to tourism industry statistics, 70 percent of Vietnam's tourist complexes are located along the 3,200-kilometre coastline. Central Vietnam has recorded a fast growth rate in tourism, especially international tourist arrivals. The southeastern region's coast attracts the largest number of domestic tourists, followed by those in the Gulf of Tonkin and the central region. By the end of 2000, coastal areas had 2,700 accommodation establishments compared to a total of 3,400 in Vietnam. 
   The master plan for tourism development in Vietnam for 2001-2010 divides the coastal region into five main areas: The North, North Central, South Central, Southeastern and Southwestern. 

   The northern coast, which covers provinces from Quang Ninh to Ha Tinh, is to become an ecotourism destination, offering sightseeing, relaxation, study and cultural tours. Tourism activities are centered mainly on Cat Ba, Co To, and Quan Lan islands. Marine tourism in this area is closely related with Hanoi, which forms the growth triangle Ha Noi-Hai Phong-Quang Ninh linked by national highways 5, 10 and 18; Cat Bi and Noi Bai Airports; and Hai Phong and Quang Ninh seaports. This area is also located in the northern economic-tourist development region that covers renovated cities, including Ha Long, Do Son and those from Tra Co (Quang Ninh) to Thien Cam-Cam Nhuong (Ha Tinh), which are linked with tourism sites (Cuc Phuong, Tam Coc, Bich Dong, Sam Son, Cua Lo and Kim Lien) by the coastal transport network. 

   The North Central area covers provinces from Quang Binh to Quang Ngai. Typical tours include historical sites and caves, and transit tours in the East-West Corridor. The core of the area, comprising Quang Tri, Hue, Da Nang and Quang Nam, is strong in architectural heritage (in Hue), historical sites (Quang Tri), and natural landscapes in Hue, Lang Co, Hai Van, Son Tra, Da Nang, Nam O bay, the ancient town of Hoi An and Phong Nha Cave. Under the master plan, marine tourism projects in this area will be developed along with overland tours from Thailand and Laos through the East-West Corridor to the trans-Asia Route leading to Burma, Malaysia and Singapore. 

   The South Central area, composed of coastal provinces from Binh Dinh to Ninh Thuan, offers sea, mountain and ecotourism along with cultural tours of Cham vestiges and craft villages, and ethnic minorities in the Central Highlands. The core of this area includes Van Phong, Dai Lanh, Nha Trang and Ninh Chu including diving tours.  The cog-wheel railway between Ninh Thuan and Da Lat will be restored and big tourist resorts will be developed in Van Phong, Dai Lanh and Da Lat, according to the plan. 

   The southeastern area comprises of provinces from Binh Thuan to Ho Chi Minh City. Typical tours include weekend vacations in Long Hai, Binh Chau, Con Dao and Can Gio. The tourism potential of this area will be developed effectively if tourism authorities promote connecting tours to neighbouring areas, especially garden and river tours in the Mekong Delta and those in Ha Tien, Mui Nai, Phu Quoc and Hon Chong. 
   It is hoped that the development of marine tourism will open up the tourism industry in general. Obviously, marine tourism has secured its own position in the tourism industry and is being developed for integration into the international tourism market.   (
TIEN GIANG LOOKS TO STRONG ECO-TOURISM INDUSTRY 

[Vietnam Economic Times: 12.1.02; Saigon Times Daily: 4.2.02] - THE Mekong Delta province of Tien Giang in Vietnam is striving to develop a strong ecotourism industry to attract more tourists, officials told diplomats who recently paid a fact-finding trip to the locality. The tour was organized by the Union of Friendship Organizations in Ho Chi Minh City as a gift to the VIPs to mark the approaching Lunar New Year (Tet) holidays. The guests visited Thoi Son Island and a flower market in Tien Giang, listened to traditional southern opera and went for a boat ride through canals. 

   Ecotourism in Tien Giang is developing quickly. The main draw are the many small islands along the Mekong River such as Dragon, Unicorn, Tortoise and Phoenix. The islands are only seven kilometres from My Tho City, and less than 70 km from Ho Chi Minh City. 

   The province also has orchards, occupational villages, old pagodas and Dong Tam Snake Farm, which are among the destinations for foreign holiday makers, provincial vice chairman Doan Van Tan told the guests, who were comprised mostly of consuls general, deputy consuls general and chief representatives of non-governmental organizations. 

   The number of foreign vacationers in Tien Giang has increased rapidly since the province launched an ecotourism programme several years ago, from 6,000 in 1993 to 140,000 in 2000 and 165,000 last year.   (      
