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MEKONG DEVELOPMENTS THREATEN TRADITIONS AND JOBS

[International Press Service: 14.4.02; Bangkok Post: 21.4.02] – THE blasting of rocks in the Mekong river to clear water transport routes between China, Burma, Laos and Thailand is expected to be completed in the next two months. Thai PM's Office Minister Somsak Thepsuthin, in charge of tourism, said the job would be speeded up to take advantage of lower current levels in the river. Passage would be improved for some 2,000 ships and smaller craft travelling from China to Thailand, Burma and Laos every month. 

   But changes of the Mekong’s natural flow is profoundly affecting the river’s ecosystem and local people’s lives. At this time of the year, the stretch of the Mekong River that flows past this Chiang Khong town-ship in northern Thailand should be alive with the fishermen preparing to net the highly-prized Mekong giant catfish. But nowadays, the river is empty of such life. The rituals normally performed by the fisherman on the river's bank before noon, including the prayers and the chicken offerings in their boats, are nowhere in sight.

   This emptiness saddens Boonrien Jinaraj, a fisherman in the area, because it affirms that a tradition closely associated with his riverbank community of some 4,900 people is drifting into history - and highlights the risk that fishermen may someday have to switch jobs. ''A way of life, a way of earning money by catching the giant catfish is dying,'' says 54-year-old Boonrien. ''For years we depended on the river to live, but I fear we will have to look elsewhere for work,'' he adds, reflecting the views of many fishermen in his community. 
    The dependency on fishing is even greater in the Mekong River's lower basin. Its fisheries yield of 1.75 million tonnes represents ''two per cent of the total world catch and 20 per cent of all fish caught from inland waters of the world'', says a document by the Phnom-Penh-based Mekong River Commission, an inter-governmental body comprising the lower basin countries of Thailand, Laos, Vietnam and Cambodia.
   Last year, the fishermen of Chiang Khong failed to net a single giant catfish, whose full size can measure two or three metres long and weigh 200 kg or more. During a typical season, anywhere from 20 to 40 giant
catfish were usually caught, with each being sold in Bangkok for about US$2,000.
   Community leaders here agree on where the blame lies for the changes affecting their lives - China's construction of the Man Wan dam upstream in 1995, where the 4,200 km Mekong river flows through Yunnan province from Tibet before it goes through Burma, Thailand, Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam. 

   ''The dam has changed the natural flow of the waters and affected the river's currents,'' asserts Niwat Roykaew, 43, a part-time teacher and local activist. ''This year has been one of the worst, with water levels fluctuating rapidly during the day.'' Such fluctuations undermine the chances of netting the giant catfish, the fishermen explain, since the river's ideal depth should be between two or three meters for a successful catch, the customary depth along this part of the Mekong in April and May.

   ''The dam in Yunnan and the dams in Thailand have disrupted the harmonious relationship between the people living by the Mekong and the river,'' says Chainarong Sretthachau, director of the Thai wing of the Southeast Asia Rivers Network (SEARIN). ''This is a typical top-down approach to development.''

   But dams are just one of the changes affecting the Mekong, as economic integration and cooperation grow in the region. In June last year, China, Burma and Thailand agreed on a navigation agreement to allow greater use of the river for bigger vessels to boost tourism and trade - but that also means the blasting of rapids and reefs as well as the construction of new ports along the way. While governments look forward to more cross-border commerce, people in this region say the destruction of the reefs would also result in wrecking the rich river habitats that produce fish and others for their livelihoods.

   The dynamite blasting of river reefs would enable ships to travel smoothly over a 900-km journey from Simao, a port in Yunnan, to Luang Prabang in northern Laos. ''Development in this region is being pursued in the name of reducing poverty and not creating wealth. But this case shows otherwise,'' says Shalmali Guttal of Focus on the Global South, a Bangkok-based research body. ''It says that 'development' is designed to serve particular sets of interests. The large projects are being approved with little input from the local communities.''

   Niwat, the activist, confirms this: ''The rapids are being blasted with no notice to us, nor were we asked how we feel about it. Once we lose the river reefs, fishing will become harder here.”   (
Campaign

29 APRIL WORLD NO GOLF DAY: ASIA’S GOLF WAR CONTINUES

[GAG’M Update; The Nation: 1.3.02] – DUE to a whole range of environmental and social concerns, the Global Anti-Golf Movement (GAG’M) – an alliance of environmentalists, local citizens and NGOs formed in Penang, Malaysia, launched the first annual World No Golf Day on 29 April 1993. The 1997 Asian financial crisis and the related real estate crash blighted the region’s golf industry for some years. But citizens’ opposition to golf course developments and golf tourism promotion is still alive. Thai environmentalists’ outcry against the Emerald Triangle golf resort project in the border area of Cambodia, Laos and Thailand is a glaring example (see p.6  and new frontiers 8[1]).

Golf courses are exacerbating floods in Indonesia, plundering arable land in China and poisoning water supplies in Malaysia and Thailand, even though developers and golfers claim the beautifully landscaped courses create badly needed green lungs in Asia’s overcrowded and pollution-stroked cities.

Courses across Indonesia’s most populous island of Java are blamed for contributing to the worst flooding in decades, which over the last few weeks have killed at least 120 people, forced more than 400,000 to flee and turned much of the capital Jakarta into lakes and ponds for a time. 

Environmentalists say chronic corruption in Indonesia has aggravated the crisis, with licenses given to developers to build on hundreds of hectares of productive land, as well as swamps, lakes and forests. “Most of the golf courses in Indonesia are developed following land use conversion. They always change the natural contours when developing a course,” said Longgena Ginting of the environmental group Walhi.

Under sharp criticism for his poor performance in preventing floods, Jakarta Governor Sutiyoso said two 18-hole courses in northern Jakarta, both built by converting swamps and mangrove forests, would be transformed again into forest and a dam.

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

“By cutting down a tropical ecosystem and replacing it by grass, 

you are doing nothing to help the environment.” 

Gurmit Singh, Center for Environment Technology and Development, Malaysia
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

In China, despite new laws and periodic bans over the past decade, bulldozers destroy arable farmland and protected wetlands to make way for fairways and bunkers surrounding big cities. Said Professor Yang Dongping, vice-director of the NGO Friends of Nature: “Environmental action lags as far behind policy as it ever has, and golf courses are no different.”

Controversy flared in Beijing last fall amid reports of five planned courses inside the city limits – trumpeted as “green belts” by district and landscaping officials. The projects would skirt a municipal ban relegating some 15 existing courses to Beijing’s suburbs. While officials and developers are bent on efforts to “beautify” the city ahead of the 2008 Olympics, the official Beijing Youth Daily has blasted the proposed courses as “toxic waste dumps”. 

In Thailand, experts say upcountry courses compete with farmers for water from the government’s irrigation system and use pesticides that can contaminate public water sources. “Fight for water from the irrigation canals between small-scale farmers and resorts and golf courses have been a chronic problem,” said Krisada Boonchaim of the Bangkok-based NGO Project for Ecological Recovery. 

The Hong Kong-based Asian Golf Monthly put the number of golf courses in Asia outside Japan at more than 1,200 by 2000, up from only 764 in 1990. In Malaysia alone, the number of courses has swollen to 204 this year from just 72 in 1988. 

“Do you need 204 golf courses? Golf is not an ordinary person’s sport,” said Gurmit Singh, executive director of the Malaysian Center for Environment Technology and Development. He ridiculed the idea golf brought environmental benefits. “By cutting down a tropical ecosystem and replacing it by grass, you are doing nothing to help the environment.” 

PATA MEETING IN RANGOON TO 

BOOST MEKONG TOURISM

[Bangkok Post: 18.4.02; PATA website: www.pata.org] - THE Pacific Asia Travel Association (PATA) organized the Seventh Mekong Tourism Forum at the Sedona Hotel in Rangoon, Burma between April 4-6. Held in collaboration with the Asian Development Bank (ADB) and United Nations' Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP), the event was hosted by the Ministry of Hotel and Tourism, Burma. 

   The theme of the forum was “Bridging the Mekong, Branding the Jewels”. It aimed to unite co-operation between public and private-sector bodies, including national tourism organizations, airlines, hotels and tour operators.

   In regional co-operation, military-run Burma has developed closer ties with all neighbouring regional countries and actively participated in regional meetings and forums. “In order to facilitate intra-regional travel, we have opened up entry points along the borders with Yunnan province in China, and also with Thailand,” said Maj Gen Saw Lwin, minister of hotels and tourism, during the opening speech ceremony.

   The forum featured an assembly of powerful international and regional speakers, such as Paul Temporal, the author of “Branding in Asia”; Mr. Paisan Wangsai, director, the Agency for Co-ordination of Mekong Tourism Activities (AMTA), and Mr. Tim Robinson, of PATA UK. Apart from the forum speeches, there was a small buyer and seller session, which provided an opportunity to meet and conduct businesses in a free flow arrangement.

   Malinee Kitaphanich, the director of Southeast Asia PATA said for 2002, “we received the largest number of delegates participating in this event.”   (
CAMBODIA

ANGKOR TOURISM UPDATES

[Phnom Penh Post: 15-28.2.02; The Nation: 8.3.02] – IN recent months, Cambodian government officials have proposed ambitious plans for developing the country’s renowned Angkor temple complex, aimed at boosting tourism in the area and bring the country much-needed foreign income (see also new frontiers 7[6]. Now the government is in discussion with Japanese company Sumitomo over its plans to invest around US$30 million for a tourist center in Siem Reap, home to Angkor Wat.

   Nuth Nin Doeurn, secretary of state at the Ministry of Tourism, said the project would improve facilities available to visitors. He added that the company was negotiating with the Apsara Authority, the government body that manages the Angkor temple complex. He said the government projected that one million tourists would visit Angkor by 2005. However, he did not expect that such sizable numbers would adversely affect the country’s prestigeous World Heritage site.

   An official at the Apsara Authority confirmed the project was under discussion. He said a decision had not yet been reached, but felt it was likely that the center would be built within the town’s hotel zone.

   Tamara Teneishvili, World Heritage Unit Programme Specialist at UNESCO, said the current tourist numbers were not a problem, but added there was concern over predictions of future growth. She said it was essential that management of Angkor Wat takes into account the needs of conservation as well as development. 

   Meanwhile, authorities have called for the expulsion of some 150 monks and hundreds of children and lay people who live in nine pagodas build on the World Heritage site, an official said. Only two pagodas, which were built nearly 100 years ago and are recognized by the Cambodian king, were exempted from the eviction order. “The other pagodas were built in the 1980s and 1990s and were set up without permission from authorities or religious affairs officials,” said Pich Soken, vice governor of Siem Reap. “Setting up illegal pagodas inside the park affect tourists, security and hygiene. In addition, some children and disabled people beg from tourists and distract them from the purpose of their visit.”

   UNESCO representatives denied claims by local officials that the UN supported the eviction. “This is surprising to me,” said Ms Teneishvili. “This is a very controversial idea that has been raised before. I can tell you that this is not being done with UNESCO’s support.   (
SCALING THE “ECOTOURISM” LADDER IN RATANAKIRI

The following article is edited from a longer article by Sophie Wilson and Rachel Scollay 

[Phnom Penh Post: 15-18.2.02] 

FOUR days into a recent trek in Cambodia’s north-east province of Ratanakkiri, two tourists arrived at a village untouched by Western influence. The women there were topless and chugged on wood pipes, the houses were made of bamboo, and the children ran warily from the tall, white barangs. 

   It was undoubtedly unusual and impressive. It was also frustrating, the tourists said, as their guide couldn’t tell them how to give money to the community. They had no way of finding out about the people or of knowing whether their presence was an intrusion. They came, they looked, and they left.

   Forty kilometres away, Cherq, a young English-speaking guide from the minority Tampoen tribe, takes another two tourists around Yeak Loam Lake, near the provincial capital of Ban Lung. At a cultural centre set up by the community, Cherq plays an assortment of traditional instruments and talks about his culture. The next stop is a community farm, where the tourists talk to a Tampoen family about agricultural traditions before going to the village. At the end of the day, the guide is paid and a slice of the money is given to the community.

   In both cases, there is an aspect of the human zoo, where relatively well-off tourists ooh and aah over the indigenous cultures. Where the difference exists is that in the second, the community itself manages the venture, makes the rules and receives a slice of the earnings.

   Graeme Brown, an Australian volunteer working on rural development projects in Ratanakkiri, is trying to help the Yeak Loam commune manage the dangers and take advantage of the opportunities tourism brings. “There is going to be a commodification of culture,” he says, “but it has to be managed by those communities, not by outsiders who aren’t interested in the culture ahead of their interest in money.”

   One problem is that money is a relatively new concept for the indigenous peoples, who traditionally use to barter. Brown warns that if it comes in inappropriately, it could destroy the culture. “Tourism has got the potential of pouring money into [the pockets of] a small number of people,” he says. “That disrupts communities and destroys solidarity.” He says that if money is distributed in traditional ways, there is a chance it will be spread out.”

   Brown is concerned that a sudden influx of tourists and cash could arrive before the necessary structures are in place. “The problem is that the national level wants money quickly, and people here want money quickly. But you’ve got to build structures to manage money and that takes time.”

   “I honestly don’t think people know what is coming with tourism,” he continues. “It’s not something people have experienced before. I can read articles and watch videos about what [tourism’s] impacts have been, but people here don’t have access to that information.”

   As the small cogs of provincial development turn in Ratanakkiri, bigger ones are cranking up at the national level. The draft Master Plan for Tourism Development in Ratanakkiri and Mondolkiri, prepared by a Thai research body, states: “Ecotourism will put Ratanakkiri and Mondolkiri on the world ecotourism map. At the same time, it could earn foreign exchange for Cambodia.”

   The report identifies a “first phase” for 2001-2005, which will focus on the “eastern highlands” natural beauty and culture,” and includes the participation of local people. As infrastructure is built and tourist numbers climb, it discusses the “future development” of hotels, souvenir shops, sporting equipment supplies and car rental.

   The master plan envisions Ratanakkiri as a link on the “tourism triangle” between Thailand, Laos and Ho Chi Minh City in Vietnam. It identifies Ban Lung as a future “major tourism center city”. By 2006, it projects more than 16,000 people will visit Ratanakkiri each year, and suggests that number could climb as high as 43,000 by 2011.

   The national ecotourism plan for Ratanakkiri is reliant on private investment. But Sisowath Chivannariddh, under-secretary of state at the Ministry of Tourism says it is unclear how the investment will be managed in order to preserve the province’s resources. He says laws and regulations will eventually be set up when the infrastructure has been developed.

   Concerns that ecotourism is a meaningless phrase are given some weight by the draft report. In Bar Keo, a village 15 kms from Ban Lung, ecotourism could focus on participatory gem harvesting, the report states. Rather than taking nothing but footprints, tourists might be given the opportunity to take a fist-full of gems and leave a large hole in the ground.   (
KIDS EASY FLESH-TRADE BAIT 
[Indian Express: 2.5.02] - BUYING sex with a 12-year-old girl in Cambodia takes less time and effort than changing money in a bank or paying a telephone bill. For US$1, a motorbike will take you on a 20-minute ride up the chaotic highway north of Phnom Penh to the village of Svay Pak.

   In the rough dirt road that runs through the village, two girls in their early teens play badminton. Three younger girls chase a chicken in circles. Some teenagers in garish tight polyester dresses saunter past, deep in conversation. All are for sale. Svay Pak is a brothel village, a cluster of brick and concrete shophouses where immigrant prostitutes from Vietnam offer sex for US$5 a time in cramped, clammy rooms and makeshift plywood cubicles. Similar brothel villages can be found all over Cambodia. Many prostitutes are trafficked from Vietnam, but most are ethnic Khmers, the majority race in Cambodia. 
   Recent surveys have estimated more than a third are under 18. ‘‘Many thousands of children are still being abused in Cambodia’s sex industry,’’ said Laurence Gray, regional co-ordinator for programme for children at risk. World Vision works with some 300 sexually exploited children in Phnom Penh. Nearly 60 per cent are malnourished, 46 per cent have sexually transmitted diseases and 18 per cent have HIV. The mental scars are less quantifiable but no less real.

   Dozens of women stand in doorways waving and blowing kisses at customers arriving in the village. Others crowd around foreign men drinking in ram-shackle beer bars, sweating in the afternoon sun. Most of the women are aged 16 to 20. But visitors who have come looking for even younger girls only have to wait. Soon the whispering starts. ‘‘You want a young girl? Very good for you,’’ says ‘Luc’, a 12-year-old Vietnamese boy pimping girls no older than he is. 

   In curtained-off alcoves in the brothels, customers can sit drinking chilled beer and choose from a selection of underage girls. Many brothels have some for sale. Brothel managers bring a selection of girls in their early teens, telling them to lift their skirts and T-shirts to show prospective clients their bodies.

   Sex with a girl aged 10 to 13 costs about US$30. Younger girls cost more. A virgin costs a few hundred dollars. Many foreigners who come to Svay Pak prefer younger girls, partly in the hope of avoiding disease. But disease is everywhere. Up to half of Cambodia’s prostitutes are estimated to be infected with HIV.

   Local authorities across the country were told to shut down brothels. The government said the crackdown would end the trafficking of women and the sexual exploitation of children. However, Svay Pak still operates openly, and still sells sex with children. Cambodia’s reputation as a haven for paedophiles is still intact. ‘‘The crackdown has not had a great deal of impact on child prostitution, but I don’t think that was ever its main intention,’’ Gray said.   (
LAOS

LUANG PRABANG SET TO BECOME A ‘SUPER’ DESTINATION

A shortened version of an article by Teena Amrit Gill [International Press Service: 8.3.02] 

WALKING down Phothisarat street in the centre of the old town of Luang Prabang is an odd experience. Every second person is a tourist and every second building a restaurant, shop, bakery or guest house, inter-spaced with a spattering of Internet cafes.

   The town is still very charming, but no one is sure for how long. For how long can a small geographic area that has been isolated for decades deal with a large and sudden influx of thousands of tourists, critics ask. At the same time, it has to cope with the waste the tourism industry generates, the new construction it spurs, the new economy it creates, and a conflict of different cultural values and monetary habits it fuels.

   One of the tourist industry's new 'hot' spots in the region since it was declared a World Heritage Site by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) in 1995, and accessible with new airline routes, boat tours from Thailand and planned road links, Luang Prabang is all set to become a 'super' destination point.

   ''Since October last year you can see a real explosion in the number of tourists here,'' says a French expatriate married to a Lao woman in Luang Prabang who did not want to be named. ''It's all these new transport links. Luang Prabang is now starting to look like any other tourist town, and this may change the way of life of the local people forever,'' he warns.

   Luang Prabang was the ancient capital of the Lan Xang kingdom, before it was transferred to the current capital Vientiane in 1560. It is known as the seat of Lao culture, rich with monasteries and monuments. Laos now gets nearly 1.5 million tourists a year, according to government statistics.

   The opening up of Luang Prabang and many other 'new' destinations in the region for tourism is not an unplanned phenomenon. Other than having the advantage of being declared a World Heritage site, Luang Prabang is also the target of larger, much more powerful international and regional initiates and lobbies. Most importantly tourism development, especially in more recent times ecotourism and community development, are central to the plans of the powerful and influential Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) scheme. This is why, say critics, Luang Prabang will ultimately have little choice in deciding its pace of development. Initiated by the Asian Development Bank (ADB), one of the major donor institutions in the region, together with the big tourism players including the World Tourism Organization (WTO), the Pacific Asia Travel Association (PATA) and the national tourism organizations of the six Mekong countries, there is going to be little to stop this 'development' initiative. The six Mekong subregion countries are Thailand, China, Burma, Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam.
   ''Tourism is the best way to get income to the people of Luang Prabang,'' explains Laurent Rampon, who is coordinating many of UNESCO projects in Luang Prabang. ''We must use it for the population, and the population must in turn understand that tourists want to see the heritage of the town.'' 

   UNESCO is one of a number of specialized UN agencies, other than the UN Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP), that are also part of the ADB-initiated GMS scheme. Rampon admits however that despite UNESCO's presence and the declaration of the town as a heritage site, unplanned illegal constructions, mainly guest houses, are propping up all over the town and spoiling its historical beauty. 

   There are fears that Luang Prabang will become just another 'was-beautiful' destination, boring and without exotic appeal. ''We must be certain that the government applies certain restrictions. Otherwise we will have the same problems as Thailand has with tourism,'' says Phet Thongsa, a translator with the Diethelm travel office based in Luang Prabang, 

   Already, plastic bottles and bags and other garbage are piling up along the banks of the Mekong and Nam Khan rivers surrounding the old town. Travelling upstream to the famous Tam Ting caves at Pak Ou, visitors can all along the way see shreds of plastic clinging on to tall weeds lining the river bank. In the town itself, tensions are rising - between those who are making the tourism bucks, and those like the farmers on the other side of the river who are not, but who provide the valuable vegetables and food which sustains this new economy.   (
THAILAND

MORE DRAMATIC DEVELOPMENTS IN NATIONAL PARKS

[The Nation: 8.3.02; 13.4.02; 14.4.02; Bangkok Post: 4.4.02; TAT-Brochure 2002] – AT an ecotourism workshop organized by the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) in March in accordance with the International Ecotourism Year (IYE) 2002 overseen by the United Nations Environment Programme(UNEP) and the World Tourism Organization, Forestry Chief Plodprasop Suraswadi announced his department would create a whole range of new tourist attractions in national parks to support the government’s ‘ecotourism’ promotion plan. Some of the projects Plodprasop is considering include the development of Koh Chang Island (see Campaign below), a night safari in Chiang Mai’s Ban Mae Hiah National Park, spa complexes in 18 parks and the construction of an artificial ski slope on Doi Suthep in Chiang Mai. Private operators would be encouraged to invest in the projects.

   The forestry chief explained the night safari would be like a huge theatre with wild animals. The spa complexes would include sauna rooms, massage facilities and herbal gardens. 

   A Japanese firm made a proposal for the ski resort and plans to rent a large plot of land in Doi Suthep National Park from the government to develop the ski area, said Plodprasop at a recent press conference. A commission chaired by Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra will supervise the tourism plan’s implementation while an office of Tourism Administration will be set up to implement the projects under guidance of the com-mission.

   Suraphol Duangkhae, secretary-general of Wildlife Fund Thailand, told the participants of the ecotourism workshop the government and TAT should stop promoting tourism because it destroys Thailand’s natural resources. He said it was unnecessary to dump large amounts of money to develop tourist attractions. Rather, the TAT and the private sector should learn more about the local wisdom, native ways of life and ecological systems.

   Meanwhile, Thanat Yodjai, chief of Mae Hiah’s Sub-district Administration Organization in Chiang Mai, called for a public hearing on the ski resort project, “so that there won’t be any problems later”. If the ski slope plan goes ahead, he said, it would cover several villages in Mae Hiah and Suthep Sub-district, and extend to land belonging to Chiang Mai University and Doi Suthep-Pui National Park.

   Despite growing criticism, the forestry chief expects the tourism projects in the country’s parks to be completed in the next two years. “Wherever I am, I’ll get all the projects done,” Plodprasop vowed.

    To mark the IYE, Thailand's ecotourism and adventure (E&A) tourism products will be on full display at the first dedicated travel trade show of its kind ever to be held in Bangkok between May 30 and June 2, 2002. TAT acting governor and deputy governor for marketing Juthamas Siriwan said: “Ecotourism and adventure tourism are very important niche products for our industry because they focus on promoting tourism with care and sensitivity for our fragile environ-ment and eco-systems.”

   But rather than concerns for nature conservation and the well-being of local communities, industry promotion and profit-making prepositions appear on top of the Expo’s agenda. A TAT’s brochure presents the E&A Expo on occasion of the IYE merely as an opportunity for business representatives. It states, for example: 

“Yes, Come to the Show, 

· to represent as one of the existing entrepreneurs in E&A travel market,

· to penetrate the potential E&A travel market,

· to promote of the product use as part of the E&A culture,

· to find numbers of clients for full occupancy during low travel season,

· to create revenue and sale promotion for healthy fiscal corporate income,

· to promote E&A products and service to overseas and local markets,

· to participate in E&A travel exhibition fully supported by TAT and run by professional event organizers.”   (
Campaign 

KOH CHANG: RIGHTS VIOLATED, LAND DESECRATED

FOR years, Koh Chang has been a backpacker’s paradise. Boasting some of Asia’s most well preserved rain forests and marine environments, Koh Chang attracts tourists who seek a relaxed alternative to the overdeveloped islands of the south.

Koh Chang is currently 86.5 per cent national park protected from development by law. Unfortunately, despite these regulations, it is threatened by a large government plan supported by corporate interests. Led by the Koh Chang Development Committee, the plan aims to turn the island into a high end destination for luxury tourism. Under this plan, Koh Chang would cater only to guests who can afford to spend more than US$1000 per day and thereby restrict low-budget travellers from coming to the island.

The plan includes converting many of the 52 islands of the Koh Chang Archipelago into distinct tourist attractions including a golf island, a safari island, a museum island and even a casino island. 

  
The plan calls for careful control and monitoring of development to prevent problems associated with unregulated private development project, yet it is already clear such regulations are not being enforced.

 
In a rush to boost the economy with tourist dollars, the Thai government has neglected to consult the local villagers regarding the development, and thus violated their constitutional rights as stated in Section 46:

 “…a traditional community shall have the right to…participate in the management, maintenance, preservation and exploitation of natural resources and the environment in a balanced fashion and persistently as provided by law.”

 
This clause has been consistently ignored by the Thai government. Thus, the villagers are unaware of the negative consequences the development may have on their lives. Lacking a knowledge of viable alternatives, many have already sold their property, destined to become maids and gardeners for hotels built on the land the once owned.

Environmental regulations exist for Koh Chang but are often violated because the Royal Forestry Department rarely enforces them. Development on the island is often supported by large corporations who are effectively above the law due to their influential connections in the government. Already, there has been massive degradation of natural resources such as:

· destruction of mangrove forests

· dredging of beaches

· encroaching onto national park land

· depletion of inland fresh water supply,

all without government intervention to halt these violations. 

Therefore, Koh Chang Group calls for action:

DON’T LET THIS HAPPEN TO KOH CHANG!

Express your opinion:

· Write a letter to The Tourism Authority of Thailand, Concorde Bldg., 202 Rachadaphisek Rd., Bangkok 10310, and/or The Royal Forestry Department, Phahol Yothin Rd., Bangkok 10900.
· Write an editorial letter or email to The Bangkok Post, Bangkok Post Bldg., 136 Na Ranong Rd., Bangkok 10110, Email: shogunz@hotmail.com, and/or The Nation, 44 Moo 10 Bang Na-Trad Rd., Bangkok 10260, Email: pennapah@hotmail.com. 

Local Action:

· Support local businesses

· Spread the word.

Contact the Koh Chang Group: kohchanggroup@yahoo.com 
EMERALD TRIANGLE GOLF COURSE SCRAPPED? 

[Bangkok Post: 20.4.02] – ACCORDING to recent press reports, officials working on the Emerald Triangle scheme have shelved a proposed golf course planned for the area where the borders of Thailand, Cambodia and Laos meet (see also new frontiers 8[1]).

   A Bangkok Post article informed that a spokesman for the Thai Foreign Ministry said after a meeting of the working group that projects going into the area would be environmentally friendly and result in benefits for the three countries. They included tourism and agro-business ventures, industries run by small and medium-sized firms, and human resources development, he said. Areas to be developed would also be limited to two provinces in each country. In Thailand developments would go into Ubon Ratchathani and Si Sa Ket only.

   Government agencies had been told to come up with plans to promote the areas, said the official. The working group also proposed a meeting of ministers from the three countries or even their leaders to push the three-nation scheme, he added.   ( 

ISLAND IS NO PLACE FOR ‘SURVIVOR’ GAMES!

[The Nation: 6.4.02; 9.4.02; 30.4.02] - IN April, the American television network CBS received final approval to shoot its reality show ‘Survivor’ on Tarutao Island in Satun province, southern Thailand, despite the objections of environmentalists. The plan to allow the show’s 100-plus production team to film on the island, which is part of a national park, has generated controversy similar to the battle that raged over the filming of the Leonardo di Caprio movie, ‘The Beach’, in 1999.

   Tara Buakamsri, a Greenpeace representative, said that the public should be involved in making a decision about filming on the island rather than allowing the Forestry Department (RFD) to take the entire matter into its own hands. “We should also examine whether using the area on Tarutao Island will have any environmental effects and whether the production team will restore the location to its original state.”

   Suraphol Duangkhae, secretary-general of the Wildlife Fund Thailand, warned that the filming would be a violation of national reserve management principles, which he said aimed to preserve nature and to teach about nature. He said the filming could put the Tarutao’s pristine jungle at risk. The island is home to thick rain forest and mangrove swamps and is the habitat of many wildlife species, including hornbill, wild boar, king cobra and python.

   “Adventure games and military exercises should be done in more appropriate places than a national reserve,” said Suraphol. He added that this principle was being forgotten, notably in the case of ‘The Beach’.

   The 45-day shooting of the ‘Survivor Thailand’ show is scheduled to begin in early June. It has been greeted with much enthusiasm by government agencies and businesses, who always see dollar signs and look out for new ways to promote tourism. Satun Governor Wichit Wichaisarn said that having Tarutao chosen by CBS would boost the local economy and the province’s image around the world.

   The show’s producers, apparently aware of environmentalists’ vigilance in this country, were quick to point out that conservation was part and parcel of the ‘Survivor’s’ appeal to its viewers. 

   The chief of Tarutao National Marine Park, Suthichai Viriyakoson, said park officers would closely monitor the shooting of the programme to ensure that the environment was not affected and no illegal activities took place. He insisted that trees are not to be cut down and hunting will not be allowed. Local residents and environmentalists would also be brought in to monitor any possible impact in order to avoid a repeat of the public outcry over the filming of ‘The Beach’, said Suthichai.   (   

‘THE BEACH’ COURT CASE RESUMES

[The Nation: 15.3.02; Bangkok Post: 20.4.02] - THAILAND’S Law Society recently asked the Supreme Court to reverse an Appeal Court ruling acquitting forestry chief Plodprasop Suraswadi and then agriculture minister Pongpol Adireksarn of malfeasance charges for allowing 20th Century Fox to shoot ‘The Beach’ at Maya Beach in Phi Phi Island National Park in 1999. The plaintiffs, including 17 residents and Ao Nang sub-district administration organization in Krabi province, were unhappy with the Court's decision, said Danai Anantiyo, the society's vice-president.

   In their original petition to the Civil Court while the film was being shot, the plaintiffs had made the following demands: Firstly, they asked the court to revoke permission for the Maya Beach shoot. They wanted the filming to be halted until the legal process was finished, and demanded the studio deposit more than US$2 million as a guarantee against possible ecological damage. Lastly, they requested that the court order the defendants to return the ecosystem to its original condition. However, the Civil Court threw the case out in 2000, reasoning that as the filming was already over, it could not follow the plaintiffs’ demands. 

   The plaintiffs then took their case to the Appeals Court. In March this year, the Appeals Court partially reversed the Civil Court ruling by acquitting the two of charges of abuse of power. However, it ordered the pair to restore Maya Bay, which the court found suffered from the film production.

   The plaintiffs then petitioned the Supreme Court and demanded that the Court find the filming consent issued by Plodprasop and Pongpol unlawful because it violated the National Park Act. The law, they said, prohibits changing the landscape of a park area. “The consent sets a bad precedent for how national park land use consents are applied in future, so the decision should be declared illegal and the officials found guilty,'' Mr Danai said.

   Thanu Nabneon, of Wildlife Fund Thailand's Phuket Office, said Maya Bay had still not recovered. “I visited the site recently and found that the area's environment has totally changed. The sea has eroded more than two metres from the beach. Sand dunes have collapsed and are washed into the sea,'' said Mr Thanu.   (
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THAILAND STUCK IN A TOURIST TRAP

The Thaksin government has embarked on a dubious new strategy to boost the travel industry, writes Pana Janviroj, the chief editor of  The Nation [25.2.02]

F

or a traveller caught in a tourist trap of artificial cultural offerings, all he or she needs to do is to walk away with either content or indignation. But for a country caught in a global tourist trap, escape is not so simple.

Tourism officials have come to acknowledge that Thailand is caught in a trap of low prices and profitless growth. Although the country welcomes around 10 million tourists a year, foreign visitors are spending less time here, and less money, and perhaps looking to alternative destinations such as Vietnam and Cambodia.

   In a recent report to the Cabinet, the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) concluded that the country was caught in a vicious circle of being a cheap destination. Resources are not properly managed or utilized where they are most needed. The quality of attractions the Kingdom has to offer, such as beaches and cultural sites, has dwindled along with earnings.

   I a nutshell, the new tourism master plan called for a new strategy to “reposition” Thailand in order to better differentiate the country’s assets that attract tourists. One tourism expert said that for too long, the country had been marketed and managed like a typical not-so-organized multi-product shophouse. 

   The new master plan might be drifting off course. Perhaps it was drafted with the mindset of the new government that “the state knows best and should dictate from top down if results are to be assured.” Importance is given to the role of the government in spending, managing and creating the tourism industry.

   Such a one-dimensional approach – economic, so to speak – is seen as an Achilles’ heel. Critics say tourism cannot be seen in this context alone. It has strong links to other industries and the overall evolution of individuals, local communities and society.

   One tourism expert, who asked not to be named, described the new top-down and non-holistic national tourism strategy – perhaps founded on the backdrop of the Thai-Rak-Thai-led government’s administrative style – as “dangerous”. 

   The signals being sent out could well be misinterpreted by bureaucrats and local communities. They could prove destructive if every province thinks it must engage in and speed up tourism development from whatever means it has. The consequences could lead to an oversupply situation, misallocation of resources and environmental degradation.

    “The signals are being sent out in such a manner, with no guidelines given,” he said.

   His warning could not have been better timed. The hastily put-together joint tourism development project in the triangular so-called “Morakot” (Emerald) area in the Northeast – where Thailand, Cambodia and Laos meet – sprang up without proper reasoning or evaluation of the prospects of success. It seems that the signals sent out by the government are encouraging “free riders” to catch on and abuse the use of the budget. Furthermore, it could create a bubble economy with certain selected projects, as witnesses now with the declared development of Koh Chang as a high-end destination.

   On top of these developments, the government also wants to have the TAT join the new Culture and Tourism Ministry – due to come into being this October. That may well satisfy the politicians of the day, but certainly not solve the problems faced by tourism management, which concern a lack of coordination among state agencies and ministries. In fact, proper national tourism management needs integration and not the creation of an empire.  ( 

VIETNAM

HANOI TO ESTABLISH FIRST ECOTOURISM SITE BY 2005 

[Vietnam News Agency: 16.3.02] – VIETNAM’S Capital City of Hanoi is likely to finalize its first ecotourism project and put it into operation by 2005. The plan was disclosed by Pham Van Long, Chairman of the People's Committee of suburban Dong My village, Thanh Tri district, where the project is to be implemented, according to Lao Dong (Labour)  newspaper. 

   In preparation, the local authority has marked off almost 60 ha for fish raising ponds whose banks will be used to grow various fruits. They have also proposed that the Government help to finance the raising of high-cost fish such as tiger shrimp because of the relatively large projected fish output, estimated at 1 tonne per ha, Long said. He added that the catch needed advanced technology for preservation. The first step is underway in dealing with field preparations, including the installation of pumping machines and dredging ponds. 

   Construction of infrastructure facilities such as traffic systems, sports and cultural houses and museums, and the upgrade of historic relics are expected to start from 2003, Long said. Once completed in 2005, the project will provide tourists with chances to sightsee, fish, and enjoy a special selection of fruits, the local leader concluded.   (
