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THE REGION

RESIDENTS PROTEST INTER-GOVERNMENT MEKONG RIVER PLAN

[Bangkok Post: 10.5.02; 17.5.02; 3.6.02; The Nation: 19.5.02; 13.6.02] – THROUGH a signature campaign, more than 12,000 people have voiced their opposition to a controversial inter-government plan to blow up rapids and small isles in the Mekong River. Residents of Chiang Khong and Wiang Kaen district in Chiang Rai province, northern Thailand, expressed concern that the project – to allow big ships travel along the Mekong River all year round – would have adverse impacts on the environment and damage the livelihoods of more than 100,000 people who relied on fishing (see also new frontiers 8[2]).

   “We are collecting more signatures before submitting the list to the embassies of Laos, Burma and China, and to the Thai Cabinet,” said Chirasak Intayos, a member of the Chiang Khong Conservation Group. 

   The multilateral project involving Burma, China, Laos and Thailand aims to develop the Mekong River into a major trade and tourism route. It requires the construction of piers for large cargo and tour boats as well as the dredging of navigation channels in the river. Both activities have the potential to change the course of the river and affect living things in it.

   The four nations have discussed the plan for quite some time but reached an agreement only last year. Since then, the project has proceeded steadily but quietly. Much of the dredging apparently will take place outside Thai territory. It will affect a number of rock reefs dotting the river. Only one of the 11 affected reefs will be in Thai waters. The Harbour Department, which is responsible for the project, also plans to build a pier in Chiang Rai.

   According to officials, the Thai environment law does not require an environmental impact assessment study of a project of this size. However, an impact assessment has been done to satisfy the international agreement. The Thai assessment is now before the cabinet. Its approval is only a matter of time, after which blasting of the reef could begin.

   The project poses a challenge to environmental activists and officials. It is an agreement covering four countries with different political systems and different processes to deal with projects having an environmental and social impact. Taken as a whole, the impact caused by the project would likely be severe enough to warrant a full-scale environmental and social assessment process. But because each country is responsible for its part of the project, the impact is being considered as separate components. As a result, the findings of the studies are likely to be distorted.

   Thailand is the only one among the four countries with the democratic processes providing for citizens' input to be taken into account. Even so, the law and the process leave much to be desired, and developers - be it the state or private sector - often circumvent the process wherever possible.

   Opponents of the four-nation plan had difficulty waging a Mekong campaign. Unlike other development projects, information about the reef-clearing operation was hard to come by. “We had difficulties getting information,'' said Chinarong Sretthachau, director of the Southeast Asia Rivers Networks, a Chiang Mai-based NGO spearheading the protests.

  The environmentalists seem not to be swayed by the promise from the four countries' agencies that they will be sensitive to the ecological impact. The project is driven by “market forces'' in full awareness of the impact on the environment, said Liu Jinsong, director of the Political and Press Section at the Chinese embassy in Thailand. 

   The international nature of the project poses a huge hurdle to protesters. And they cannot count on the support of like-minded individuals in the other three countries as Beijing, Rangoon and Vientiane all frown on activities involving NGOs other than those with whom they have official links.

  Meanwhile, however, a Thai Senate committee has also urged the government to veto the planned blasting of rocky rapids in the river after environment committee chairman Panas Tasaneeyanont and Chiang Rai senators visited Chiang Khong district to discuss the project with local people. Panas, chairman of the Senate environment committee, said the government had agreed to blasting without looking at the probable impact. It was interested only in money.

   For the Mekong fisherfolks, the rapids are a complex feature. They comprise sub-ecosystems - including shoals, boalders, beaches, whirlpools and pools left on the river banks after the water level drops – that a variety of plants and fish rely on in different seasons as their habitats, spawning grounds, feeding grounds and so on. They are all crucial sources of food for the fishing people the whole year round. 

   The fishermen have learned to live with these diverse ecosystems. They have developed fishing gear, rules and rituals to manage their common property that has been passed down from generation to generation and incorporated into the socio-cultural characteristic of the people who live by the river.

   Besides fishermen, farmers along the riverbanks and operators of public transport boats will also be affected by the clearing away of the rapids, and the likely impact on their way of life is still unknown.   (
International Conferences 

ECOTOURISM – NOT FROM THE TOP DOWN

An editorial in The Nation [25.5.02] suggests that recommendations by the World Ecotourism Summit

ignore community participation.

The recent World Ecotourism Summit in Quebec [Canada] has come up with a number of recommendations to save the earth. They include certification of environmentally friendly products, eco-labels and codes of behaviour for tourists. It gave particular importance to the role of governments in implementing environmentally friendly measures to all the stakeholders – tourist project owners, investors, managers and employees, as well as communities and conservation organizations.

   Yet, it is all very well to pin hopes on the government to do all these things for this is the first summit of its kind. But as more such summits are held, the organizers may come to the realization that the role of government might not as effective as first thought. It is nice to have “good ideas” to preserve the environment but another thing to implement them.

   Thailand serves as a typical example of a developing country with a relatively successful tourism industry where the government is far from effective in preserving the environment. The thriving and often uncontrollable tourism private sector – from hoteliers to bar owners and street hawkers – wreak havoc on the environment without much care for the future. The Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) does try to bring certain standards to the industry. But it has not always had much support from other state agencies which issue permits, draw up zoning, deal with crime and personal safety and regulate the environment.

   Even among the private sector, the efforts to rate hotels and get various tourism associations to work on standardized environment measures have achieved inconsistent and unsatisfactory results. The free market environment is just as destructive as its strength from profit motivation.

   At stake therefore, at least in the context of Thailand, is not the issue of how to regulate – as the World Ecotourism Summit appears to have decided is the best strategy – but rather how state agencies can first work together as a united team, share the same vision and step up their ability to coordinate with each other.

   Subsequently, the private sector must be able to communicate with the stakeholders on an equal footing. It is no use just to work with tourism businesses without regard to the communities that have direct and indirect relations with tourists in their areas. 

   There are many examples that come to mind. But how things stand is demonstrated by three simple examples. One is the long lines of rubbish that lie unattended along the long train routes out of Bangkok. This is not pleasing to the eyes of tourists or to the adjacent communities. Another is the long-held frustration of local communities, which have always played second fiddle to tourism policy with its bias in favour of big business. Third is lack of action against violators of environmental regulation. 
   The government has to put its house in order first before it can even think about ecotourism as the World Ecotourism Summit would have it. Ecotourism is not a question of regulations – nor is it a top down affair. (See also ‘Koh Chang’ as a case study, page 5)

DRAFT AGENDA FOR THE WORLD SUMMIT ON SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT A ‘SHAM’

[News Agencies: June 2002] - THE recent United Nations preparatory conference in Bali, Indonesia, to negotiate on an action plan for the World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) in Johannesburg in August was condemned by civil society organizations as a wasted opportunity. Friends of the Earth described the outcome of the talks as a “foul result” for the global environment and denounced governments for ignoring Third World poverty, while bowing to the demands of multinational companies.

   The controversial draft action plan also covers tourism. According to paragraph 41, the goal is to: “Promote sustainable tourism development, including non-consumptive and ecotourism, taking into account the spirit of the International Year of Eco-tourism 2002, of the United Nations Year for Cultural Heritage in 2002, and of the World Eco-tourism Summit 2002 and its Quebec Declaration, and of the Global Code of Ethics for Tourism as adopted by the World Tourism Organization, in order to increase the benefits from tourism resources for the population in host communities while maintaining the cultural and environmental integrity of the host communities and enhancing the protection of ecologically sensitive areas and natural heritages. …”

  However, NGOs, and particularly Indigenous Peoples groups, were greatly disappointed that the proposed WSSD Programme hardly honours local people’s fundamental rights and concerns. An Indigenous Peoples Statement presented in Bali said: 

   “We fear that our territories and the natural world will continue to be plundered by governments and corporations… We urge you, the leaders of the United Nations, to work with us and not against us, at this critical time. For as long as you continue to make war against Mother Earth there can never be peace. Humanity must work together, not just for survival, but for quality of life based on ethical, cultural and spiritual values to protect the sacred inter-relatedness of life that serves us all. We remind us all of our responsibilities to future generations.”

   Faced with a world jaded by environmental summits that achieve little, the UN had hoped some 120 ministers would inject political muscle into the Bali talks and raise the Johannesburg Summit’s profile. As delegates met, however, they were greeted by street protests from local and foreign environmentalists and rights groups. The negotiations in Bali eventually broke down over how to reduce poverty and protect the environment, with delegates from rich and poor countries deadlocked on issues such as aid money and how to spend it. 

HIGHWAY PACT HAILED

[Bangkok Post: 16.5.02] – The Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) has welcomed the signing of an agreement to complete and link-up a critical section of the Asian Highway from Thailand across Burma to India. The agreement was signed in Rangoon last month by Thai Foreign Minister Surakiart Sathirathai, Indian Foreign Minister Jaswant Singh and Burmese Foreign Minister U Win Aung.

   The road will run from the border town of Mae Sot in Thailand, turn north to Pagan in Burma and join up with Moreh, a small border town in the east Indian state of Manipur, a distance of roughly 1,500km. The agreement will require several stretches of the highway to be upgraded within two years.

   “This will give a major boost to tourism and trade between South and Southeast Asia and further cement Thailand’s status as the tourism hub of the GMS region, with road, rail and air linkages throughout the length and breadth of the country and links beyond to South Asia,’’ said Juthamas Siriwan, TAT Acting Governor and Deputy Governor for Marketing.

   Thai Foreign Minister Surakiart said the trilateral meeting, the first of its kind, “marks a historic milestone.’’ He said it was “a crucial step towards the realization of our shared vision to fill the missing linkages in the western segment of the East West Economic Corridor (EWEC), and extending the route further to the Indian subcontinent.’’

   The EWEC presently stretches eastward from Thailand through Laos on to Route 9 to Vietnam and the deep-sea port of Danang on the South China Sea. Route 9 is soon to be completed with the construction of the second Thai-Lao Bridge across the Mekong between Mukdaharn and Sawannakhet.

   Surakiart said Thailand has committed help to Burma to improve the Mae Sot-Myawaddy-Pagan road. Last March, a Thai survey team visited Burma to assess the route and identified a need to fix a vital bottleneck between Myawaddy and Kawkareik. The agreement will bolster the critical transportation linkages required under several inter-regional economic development frameworks, such as the ASEAN-India Dialogue, BIMST-EC and Mekong-Ganga Co-operation.   (
BURMA

WILL SUU KYI RELEASE AID TOURISM?

[The Nation: 18.5.02; 23.5.02; Bangkok Post: 23.5.02; 20.6.02] – Chants of “long live Aung San Suu Kyi” met Burma’s pro-democracy icon as she emerged from 19 months of house arrest in May. It was music to the ears of tour operators and hoteliers, desperate to make money by bringing tourists to beautiful - and military-ruled - Burma.

   For years, they have fretted over how to persuade potential tourists to toss away reports on forced labour, torture and political repression, and pick up a guide-book picturing sandy beaches and sunsets over ancient temple ruins.

   But Suu Kyi, who won the 1991 Nobel Peace Prize and has spent eight of the last 12 years under house arrest, was the tourism industry’s biggest obstacle. Not only was her plight well publicized, so were her views on tourism, don’t come now, the country will still be here when the ruling generals are gone.

   Tourism operators know that could be a long wait, so they cling to the hope Suu Kyi’s release will boost visitor numbers. “Tour operators are extremely optimistic, some are predicting a 30 per cent rise in business next year,” said Jonathan Hopfner, editor of the Bangkok-based Thailand and Indochina Traveller magazine.

   Suu Kyi’s endorsement of tourism would be the icing on the cake and could tempt wary Europeans and Americans to the impoverished in their hundreds of thousands. But freedom has not changed Suu Kyi’s mind. “The party’s position has not changed, but we haven’t had time to discuss it properly,” Suu Kyi told a news conference at the office of her national league for Democracy (NLD), which won 1990 elections by a landslide but was barred from ruling by the military.

   Suu Kyi’s message is carried by rights activists in a “Boycott Burma” campaign, which has been especially effective in Europe, where several tour operators stay clear for ethical reasons. According to the Burmese government, 440,000 foreigners visited the country last year, up on the 416,000 in 2000, but still short of its target of one million a year by 2004. Occupancy rates in Rangoon hotels are only around 20 per cent.

   Tourism industry sources say less than half of all visitors are tourists, the rest are businessmen or cross-border traders. They confirm that many people continue to stay away from Burma. “Hotels are hurting. They’re hoping Suu Kyi’s release will boost numbers, but I think they will be disappointed,” said Hopfner.

   While the release of Suu Kyi represents an important event in internal politics, many parties also want to see improved relations between the military government and ethnic groups, including the Karen, Karenni and Shan. Neighbouring Thailand in particular hopes to gain directly from national reconciliation in Burma. The Thai government and business community are eager to foster exchanges with Burmese authorities for the sake of tourism and other benefits. They are also pushing for further large-scale cooperation among Mekong countries through the creation of transport and energy linkages that will create new trade and investment opportunities. 

   However, in response to serious border skirmishes over recent weeks, the Burmese government has again closed all major border checkpoints with Thailand. The junta closed the checkpoints connecting Mae Sai and Tachilek, Mae Sod and Myawaddy, Three Pagoda Pass and Pyathuangsu, and Ranong and Victoria point on 22 May. Since then, all tourists, traders and trucks loaded with goods have been turned away from the four border gates, causing tremendous economic losses. 

   Burma is known to enforce border closures whenever it falls into conflict with Thailand. In this case, Burma accused the Thai military to help the Shan State Army in their battle against the Rangoon regime after Thai military moved thousands of troops to the northern border provinces amid attacks by Shan troops on several posts of the pro-Rangoon United Wa State Army (UWSA). Thai officials believe the UWSA is the main producer and exporter of narcotics – notably metamphetamines – to Thailand. A military source said the Thai army had a plan to suppress illicit drug refineries that are under the control of the UWSA in border areas.

   The conflict has also prompted the Burmese embassy in Bangkok to stop issuing business and travel visas to Thai nationals. Tourism industry sources say the embargo could not come at a worse time for Burmese hotels and tour companies because this is the low season, when they rely almost entirely on travellers from neighbouring countries. 

  Many political activists in Rangoon argue that Aung San Suu Kyi alone cannot bring about profound changes in Burma, and following her release, there is little sign that the military rulers are giving in. The democracy leader is also cautious. “My release shouldn’t be looked at as a major breakthrough for democracy,” warned Suu Kyi. “For all people of Burma to enjoy basic freedom that would be the major breakthrough.” Peace, prosperity and democracy will come to Burma, but it will be definitely a slow process, she added.   (
CAMBODIA

US CONSORTIUM PLANS US$100 MILLION CASINO RESORT FOR ISLANDS 

[The Star: 9.6.02] – THE Cambodian government is negotiating with a US-based business group, which proposes “large-scale’’ tourist development of two islands in the Gulf of Thailand, according to officials. Deputy Tourism Minister Thong Khon said Island Development Group Inc., a consortium from Las Vegas, Nevada, has proposed investing US$100 million to build a casino and hotel resort on Rung and Rung Sanleum islands.

   The two islands are located about 30 kilometers west of Sihanoukville, a port city located 185 kms southwest of the capital Phnom Penh. “They have already submitted a development request and the government is studying it,’’ he said. He called the project a “professional one,’’ which will also include building an airport and other resort facilities on the islands. 

   No information was available about the US company. An official at the Cambodian Investment Board said the company signed a memorandum of understanding with the government in April and the two sides are now working on terms and conditions of a contract to lease the islands for 70 years. The official, who insisted on anonymity, characterized the proposal as “a large-scale investment’’ divided into 14 different development projects. He did not know when the projects would be launched. 

   Thong Khon said the government “is very keen on this plan. It will definitely benefit us because it would generate at least 10,000 jobs.’’ 

   Tourism is a major source of hard currency for cash-strapped Cambodia, where some 36 percent of the mostly rural 12 million population live on less than a dollar a day. 

   “The islands have been courted by many companies already in the past, but I believe the investment by the American group is a real thing,’’ said Thong Khon.   (
CAMBODIA HITS BACK AT SLAVE TRADE REPORT 

[ABC-Australia Radio News: 8.6.02; The Nation: 8.6.02] – THE Cambodian government has hit back at a US report on human trafficking – saying it has taken a clear stance against the slave trade. Co-Interior Minister Sar Kheng said he is not sure if Washington is aware of several arrests in Cambodia for human trafficking.

   A US State Department report released in early June said up to four million people were bought and sold around the world in the past year. It also added Cambodia to a list of states Washington blames for making insufficient efforts to combat human trafficking. It is one of 19 countries to share the lowest ranking in this year’s report.

   Sar Kheng claimed some Americans are involved in the practice, because they adopt Cambodian children and marry Cambodian women. He said many of the women would end up as prostitutes, while the adoptions were based on a fee paid to agencies.

   Prime Minister Hun Sen told his minister he did not deny anything in the report, saying, “We have to be brave enough to recognize this issue.”  

    Though arrests for trafficking have been made, Cambodia is regarded as a major source, destination and transit country for human trafficking. The country’s booming sex industry contributes significantly to the problem, observers said. 

   Last month, authorities arrested a Cambodian polygamist and his two wives for trading Vietnamese virgins. Police say four girls and six women were smuggled from Vietnam to Cambodia where they were to receive fake passports, before being sold on to brothels in Malaysia.   (
PUBLICITY FOR ANGKOR

[The Nation: 17.5.02; 14.6.02] – WITH Cambodia’s most precious cultural jewel, Angkor Wat, the government is hoping a new dawn will rise for the nation’s tourism industry. In May, US television network NBC broadcast a two-hour show from the 12th-century temple on its popular programme “The Today Show”, introducing Cambodia to millions of Americans.

   Dozens of Hindu and Buddhist temples, dating from the seventh to 14th centuries, are scattered across northern Cambodia and are the pillars of the government’s dreams to build a booming tourism industry.    “This will boost Cambodia’s image as a tourist destination,” said Tourism Minister Veng Sereyvuth, noting that in future the show will also air on CNBC and a cable station owned by NBC. 

  Some 600,000 foreigners visited Cambodia last year, and tourism officials expect the figure to jump to more than 700,000 this year.

   In a separate development, authorities have made preparations to evict some 170 Buddhist monks and nuns from the spectacular ruins at Angkor, where they had allegedly built illegal pagodas. The initial eviction order was made in March amid complaints the monks were using the tourist attraction to raise donations from foreign travellers for personal use (see also new frontiers 8[2]). 

   However, the order against eight of the 10 make-shift temples was not enforced after the monks requested the government to provide land for the monks to resettle. Pich Sokhen, deputy governor of Siem Reap, maintained finding land for resettlement was not the responsibility of his provincial government and claimed the order to proceed with the eviction came from the Buddhist clergy hierarchy.   (
THAILAND

Koh Chang in Focus 

Report compiled from various issues of the Bangkok Post and The Nation
“Ecotourist” Island for the Selected Few

Cabinet has endorsed the declaration of Koh Chang as special administration zone, the next step in its plan to turn the island into a world-class tourist island. A panel has been working on development ideas. Electric trains could provide public transport, it says, while nearby Koh Kood would be turned into a luxury tourist attraction such as France's Riviera, Italy's Capri island and Spain's Marbella.
   Deputy government spokesman Kuthep Saikrajang said a public body would oversee the changes. The government would focus on ecotourism and ban all “dirty business'' on the island, he said. “We have a land encroachment problem here, but the governor and the development panel are working on it. When [a royal] decree is in place we can start work on making Koh Chang an ecotourist attraction,'' Kuthep said.
   Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra had suggested that similar outfits could manage other tourist spots. Forestry Department head Plodprasop Suraswadee chairs the working committee for Koh Chang’s development. Plans to improve the island, have been drawn up by the National Economic and Social Development Board and the town development co-ordination office.  

   If the government has its way, Koh Chang will be developed under the “tropical island paradise'' concept by highlighting the beauty of beaches and ecotourism, as well as creating transport links to Cambodia. Tourists belonging to the “new elite group'', wanting stays at boutique resorts, would be targeted. To limit the number of vehicles, electric trains are proposed, while “water taxis'' would take people from Koh Chang to other islands. Tourists would pay taxes or fees for trekking and diving, and eyesores would be moved or demolished. Nearby Koh Kradad, or Koh Mak, would be home to an “eco-golf course'', exclusive casino and water sports.
Target of Land Speculation and Encroachment

The rush to develop Koh Chang and its surrounding islands has turned Trat province's tourist destinations into targets of land speculation and encroachment, says a study presented by a Senate committee. It has also found that the development budget was endorsed even before the master plan had been drafted. 

   “The budget was hastily approved because the government was looking for a sharp rise in the number of visitors. It was done without any long-term planning,'' the study says. It also states that part of the budget was certainly being misused on a home stay project, a mini-marathon, a light and sound programme, and a public relations campaign.

   Speculators have flocked to Koh Chang after about US$6.7 million were provided for 10 road projects. They have bought plots after plots and now the land prices in Koh Chang have skyrocketed to 10 times their original value. Several roads will be cut through areas designated as part of the Koh Chang national park.

   The study points out that some projects even included the construction of “five-metre-wide bike lanes''. That was unusual, it says, adding it suspects the “bike lanes'' will actually be roads for motor vehicles. The law prohibits construction of roads in all national parks, it says. “Is that an attempt to sidestep the law? Do those ‘bike lanes' need to be big enough for cars?'' the study asks.

   Koh Chang is deteriorating, the study further notes. It is being inundated by rubbish, which can amount to 1.34 tons per day during the festive seasons.

   There are now 142 resorts on Koh Chang, most of them operating without a license. Uncontrolled growth has affected the island's ecosystem as well. There are no rules and development guidelines on resorts that are encroaching on beaches and the national park. Beer bars have sprung up on many beaches and play ear-splitting music until 2 am every night. Some ferry piers have been illegally built in park areas.

   The study also says there are no measures to prevent damage to coral reefs near Koh Rang, where a pier, a restaurant, resorts and public utilities are to be built. Koh Rang is a paradise for divers because it is rich in coral and other marine life.

   The study urges authorities to strictly enforce the law in order to protect the island's natural resources and the ecology, educate local communities on tourism management, draft master development and zoning plans and work towards sustainable development of Koh Chang and surrounding islands.

Resort Cleared from Encroachment Allegations

During a censure debate in Parliament in May, Prime Minister's Office Minister Somsak Thepsuthin, who is in charge of tourism, was grilled for allegedly using the Koh Chang development fund in favour of the Aiyapura Resort and Spa Hotel located on the island.

   A provincial panel was formed to investigate the allegation that the luxurious resort had encroached on the sea and on navy land. Beginning of June, the inquiry panel, led by the deputy governor of Trat province, Sompong Anuyuthapong, went to the hotel to inspect its site and questioned the hotel owner and the original owners of the land. After two hours of questioning, the panel ruled that the hotel had not encroached on the sea, though it had “unintentionally” infringed on five rai (1 rai = 1,600 sqm) of navy land earmarked for reservoir construction. The resort was told to remove a pier and helicopter landing pad facing the sea in 60 days though it has been cleared of encroachment charges.

   The Aiyapura Resort was not found guilty of land encroachment since the navy had only recently approved its request to lease the land, the panel said. Resort owner Pornchai Khemapakkhapong claimed the hotel had never intended to encroach on the navy-owned land, adding that the encroachments had been made by former landowners. He further maintained the pier in question was constructed with the approval of the sub-district administration organization, since local residents would also be allowed to use the pier.

   Ironically, Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra organized a mobile Cabinet meeting at the controversial Aiyapura Resort on Koh Chang on 22 and 23 June. On that occasion, hotel owner Pornchai admitted the Prime Minister's deputy secretary-general, Lt-Gen Preecha Wannarat, as well as two high-ranked military officials - Gen Jarupat Ruangsuwan and Lt-Gen Paiboon Kanchanapibul – are shareholders of the resort. He added he has also long known Mr. Thaksin as a businessman and a special lecturer at the Bangkok-based Thammasat University.
Local Leaders Fear Loss of Authority

At its meeting on Koh Chang, the mobile Cabinet approved a Royal Decree that will establish a special administration body to oversee the development of the island as a new tourist centre. The new entity, to be set up in October, will be a “public organization” supervised by a board that would appoint its director. It will manage tourism development on Koh Chang, as well as its satellite islands. Forestry chief Plodprasop said the new body would also work with the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) to serve as a pilot project for tourist attractions all over the country.

   However, Koh Chang’s grassroots leaders see the new body as a threat to their power. The chairman of the island’s sub-district administration organization, Sanya Kerdmanee, said Koh Chang did not need a special administration body because there were no problems that local administrators could not handle. The government should place trust in the ability of local bodies to take care of their communities, he said, or power decentralization would become meaningless. 

   “I don’t agree with a special administration ruling Koh Chang,” said Sanya. It was too dangerous to give the job to “outsiders” because there might be among them rich and influential figures who put personal gain before local interest. Sanya was also strongly opposed to the idea of a special organization running the island that would sell shares to the public. That could make management prone to manipulation, he said.


Other People’s Voices 

Many residents of Koh Chang are finding it difficult to adapt to new ways of life in the aftermath of a surge in tourism. “In the past, money was almost meaningless. Neighbours worked in each other's rice fields for free. Everybody helped to clear land for crops,'' said Kham Sayant, a 54-year-old who lives in the island's Bang Pao village. “Locals were very close. There was no crime in our community.''

   For fun, groups of young people often spent a couple of days fishing at nearby islands, she said. Many locals met their marriage partners during festivals, when people from the northern part of the island would sail to the lower part. Today, the island is undergoing rapid development, with five-metre-wide roads being built at Bang Pao. 

   “It's heartbreaking to see outside investors buying plots of land that our ancestors cleared for plantations,'' said Kham. She complained the government plan to develop the island further would have few benefits for local residents. “Not many of our children attain higher education. The majority only study up to primary school level,'' she said. “Most will probably work as drivers, sell desserts or provide laundry services at resorts to make their living.''

   She said development of the island for tourism had led to a sharp increase in the price of land, citing as an example the sale of nearby Laoya islet for 2.9 million baht (US$64,444). She added, “Today, it would fetch more than 100 million baht (US$2,2 million),'' she said.

   A relative of Kham received 45 million baht (US$1 million) for a 400-rai plot in Ban Khlong Kloy village, which was developed into a five-star resort. “My relative regretted selling the land because land prices subsequently shot up,'' she said.

   One resident of Salakphet village said he was criticized by neighbours after selling a 14-rai plot, which had been cultivated by his family for 30 years. Bunsri Salakphet said most plots in her village had been sold since a boom in land prices late last year, adding she had been approached by many brokers who tried to persuade her to sell her 100-rai plot. She refused to sell it, but agreed to rent some of the plot. One investor rented a 10-rai plot for 100,000 baht (US$2222) per rai per year.

   “Parcels of land around my orchard have been earmarked for development into resorts. I would be left short of water for my orchard if I did nothing,'' she said. (See also ‘Resort Islands’ below.)   (
RESORT ISLANDS GROWING THIRSTY

[Bangkok Post: 10.5.02; 12.5.02] - The government is seeking to overcome acute water shortages in three major resort islands - Phuket, Koh Chang in Trat and Koh Samui in Surat Thani - to avert tourism repercussions. Phuket will likely see a water shortage sometime this year, while water shortages are a way of life on Koh Samui in the dry season, and a shortage is looming on Koh Chang,

   According to a report by the Provincial Waterworks Authority (PWA), water demand in Phuket is about 24 million cubic metres this year and is projected to rise to 27 million in 2006, well above the available supply of 23 million.

Local government agencies handling tap water production proposed eight projects, with investment costs ranging from US$6.7 million to US$77.8 million. 
   The PWA plans to develop the abandoned Bang Maruen mine in Phuket as a reservoir to supply 4.3 million cubic metres per year of water. In the longer term, it plans to invest almost US$80 million to pump 22 million cubic metres per year from the Ratchaprapa Dam in Surat Thani to Phuket.

   On Samui, annual water demand is 3.1 million cubic metres but supply is inadequate in the dry season. A study by Core Planning and Development Co says the island's population will reach 55,900 in 2006, and about 1.7 million visitors will arrive, pushing water demand up to 4.1 million cubic metres. The PWA estimated water demand on Koh Chang would reach 3,400 to 5,100 cubic metres a day in 2011, and, thus, exceed existing supplies.
   The rapid growth of tourism has also taken its toll on Koh Tao in Surat Thani province. The small island, which has drawn diving enthusiasts from all over the globe, has been hit by a serious shortage of freshwater following a sharp rise of tourists. An increase of about 600-700 people a day, plus an absence of rain, is quickly depleting freshwater supplies.

   A local official said water shortages struck the island before the Songkran (Thai New Year) festival in April. “Several resorts couldn't take tourists because there wasn't enough water to go around. It is the worst water shortage in six years,'' he said. Rain water is the prime resource of freshwater on the island, but most water wells have dried up thanks to an absence of rain and the increase in tourists.

   Resort operators pay US$4.50-6.70 a day for each tourist for their water supply. There are only 1,200 registered residents on the island, but it accommodates more than 5,000 tourists and business operators at any given time.

   In May, the First Fleet this month delivered 70 tons of freshwater to ease the problem, after the administrative organization asked for help. The Irrigation Department had been asked to survey the island and build a water irrigation system. Construction of an embankment had been proposed to stop rainwater from flowing into the sea.

   Residents say changes have come quickly to Koh Tao and without proper planning. Prayut Thongnuan, a former village headman, said the freshwater shortage was a serious problem. “About 40 years ago, there was no such thing as a water shortage. Lately, water flows slowly and water wells are never full,'' he said.   (
ETHNIC VILLAGES OVERRUN AND COMMERCIALIZED

Edited from an article by Agence France Press (AFP) correspondent Michael Mathes [The Nation: 23.5.02]  

THE newly paved road in this once-remote northern district spirals up hardscrabble hillsides to Ya Pha, a makeshift village, which does not officially exist. These shacks along a dirt strip near the Burma border were hastily erected three years ago. But not with their three dozen ethnic Kayan residents from Burma in mind. They were built for tourists, a photo-op stopover on a well-beaten tourist path.

   “Before, we grew rice in very difficult conditions in Burma,” said village elder Ma Kau A Lau. “Today, we prefer Thailand, weaving clothes and making handicrafts.”

   The Kayan, a Karenni ethnic subgroup often derisively nicknamed “long-necks” for the heavy brass coils they wear, which depress their shoulders and ribcage, have become more than just a curiosity. They are a bona fide boon to a billion-dollar business. That is a problem, say activists and anthropologists.

   Tattooed Western and Japanese backpackers – and, more recently, a growing stream of wealthy Chinese tourists – have become unwitting participants in a festering controversy over northern Thailand’s tourism practices. 

   As the travel industry expands, more and more travellers venture further into what they hope is uncharted territory in order to experience “authentic” hilltribe Thailand. Many are duped, say experts, into believing that villages such as Ya Pha are the genuine article, when often they are part of a complex ruse coordinated by unscrupulous businesspeople and local officials.

   Other tourists are herded on respectable adventure treks through villages of the Akha, Hmong and Karen ethnic groups. But either way, ethnic minority communities are facing a steady erosion of traditions and values.

   “Hilltribes are certainly the main attraction, but it is vital that we do what we can to keep their culture,” said Chalermsak Suranant, director of the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) northern office, in Chiang Mai. When pressed whether stricter controls should be put in place, Chalermsak urged the use of TAT-registered trekking and tour companies. But he quickly inserted a caveat: “Business is business.”

   TAT’s unbridled promotion of hilltribe tourism is part of a vicious cycle which, primed by tourists’ insatiable desire for the “unspoiled”, can decimate a community, said anthropologist David Feingold, director of the not-for-profit Ophidian Research Institute.

   Tourists “discover” a village, Feingold said, and the village community adapts to them. Yet that adaptation – modern accommodation, the relentless hawking of handicrafts and soft drinks, and the use of pat phrases in English, Hebrew, Japanese and French – is precisely what makes them less appealing to future visitors. “That village, which has adapted itself to tourism, then finds it difficult to return to their previous existence,” he said.

   More often than not, they slide towards what Feingold called the “bottom end” of the industry: peddling opium and child prostitution.

   Thailand’s mountainous north has long been the preserve of ethnic groups, which centuries ago migrated from southern China, Tibet and Burma. Some, like the Kayan, took refuge in Thailand in recent decades. The region is criss-crossed with neatly paved roads; television antennae pop up from pastel-painted clapboard houses; motorbikes are widely used; and electricity powers most of the remote villages. 

   Here in this border district it is easy to see the apparent benefits of the tourist boom. But there are gaping holes in the fabric, warned Sudarat Sereewat, director of the Bangkok-based NGO FACE (Fight Against Child Exploitation). “We see more negative impacts than positive,” Sudarat said. “I wish the government would look beyond the mandate of just promoting tourism. Now it’s gone too far, and it needs to be controlled.”

   Over a dozen Kayan women found themselves locked into a makeshift village in Mae Hong Son province four years ago, with critics blasting authorities, traffickers and businessmen for creating a “human zoo”, where owners charged admission. After a national outcry, the women were rescued and released. A much-delayed trial of the scheme’s organizers resumes in June this year in Mae Ai, Sudarat said.

   Even if such schemes are voluntary, there is debate about who benefits. About half a million ethnic minorities in Thailand have no citizenship, a crucial factor in determining where tourist dollars go, said Feingold. Those without citizenship have far fewer rights of property or business ownership, making it difficult to take control of the tourist trade in their communities.   (
VIETNAM

VAN PHONG BAY TARGETED FOR TOURISM DEVELOPMENT

[Vietnam News Agency: 27.5.02; Asia in Focus: 27.5.02] -  THE Vietnamese government has included a project to develop Van Phong Bay in central Khanh Hoa province into a tourist centre and transit port on its list of 10 national transport and communication schemes, needing foreign investment in the 2001-2005 period. The 4,500-hectare bay is one of the few places along Vietnam’s coastline, which is capable of receiving large ships. 

   The government has designated Van Phong as one of the country’s key tourist areas in the national tourism master plan 1995-2020. Officials believe the area, with a system of islands, peninsulas, bays and a unique ecosystem, has the potential to become one of Asia’s top centres for “ecological tourism”. 

   At the same, the area is targeted for aquaculture development and the construction of a seaport for transit oil and containers. British experts claim that Van Phong Bay boasts better geographical conditions to become a transit port than Singapore, Hong Kong and Taiwan.   (
BOASTING CENTRAL VIETNAM’S TOURISM POTENTIAL

[VNA: 27.5.02] – VIETNAM’s central region is seen to have great potential for the development of tourism with beaches, mountains, and cultural and historic sites. Significantly, the region boasts three of the country’s for UNESCO-recognized World Heritage Sites: the imperial city of Hue in Thua Thien-Hue province, the ancient port town of Hoi An near Danang, as well as My Son village in Quang Nam province, the heartland of the Hindu Champa Kingdom that ruled parts of central and southern Vietnam for over 14 centuries.

   A new tour to the region, entitled “Journey to World Heritage Sites” is considered as very attractive to tourists in and outside the country. The tour will run from Hanoi to Quang Binh, Thua Thien-Hue province, Danang City and then Quang Nam province. 

   Quang Binh province’s Phong Nha-Ke Bang National Park is also in the process of review by UNESCO for the status of a World Heritage Site and earmarked as a tourist attraction. The Phong Nha grotto network, or Caves’ Pagoda, lies in the limestone cliffs in Ke Bang. Like most of the caves in this area, it is shaped by the underground Chai River. The network has been described as a wonder of nature and has significant geographical and hydrological value. So far, 14 caves of the network, including spectacular stalactites and stalagmites, have been discovered.   ( 

TAT-ORGANIZED MOTOR CARAVANS TO VIETNAM CANCELLED

[The Nation: 6.5.02; 18.5.02] – THE Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) that has heavily promoted cross-country driving for adventurous motorists in the Mekong basin area has canceled all caravan tours to Vietnam now that Thai vehicles are banned from its roads.

   Driving from Thailand to Vietnam is out of question due to Vietnam’s on-and-off policy on foreign vehicle allowance, said TAT deputy governor Patpong Abhijatapong, who travelled with 85 Thais in a ‘friendship caravan’ from 2-11 May. The group was stranded at the Bao border crossing into Vietnam, after travelling for 230 kms on Laos Route 9. The drivers had to leave their vehicles, which were mostly expensive off-road vehicles, at the border and let a local tourist operator in Vietnam run the rest of the tour. Vietnamese authorities refused to allow the Thai vehicles entry, citing a new law that bans right-hand-drive vehicles in the country. In Vietnam, cars are left-hand drive. 

   “It shouldn’t have been a problem anymore because Vietnam is one of the six countries who signed the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) Agreement,” said Patpong. Signed in 1997, the agreement was designed to enhance economic ties – including tourism –among the six Mekong countries. 

   The ‘friendship caravan’ was organized to survey tourism opportunities between Thailand, Laos and Vietnam. “When the second Thailand-Laos Friendship Bridge from Mukdahan to Savannakhet and Route 9 are completed, Thailand, Laos and Vietnam will be connected by highways,” Patpong said. “People from the three countries, not tomention tourists from others, would be able to drive cross-country in this region.” He said the bureaucratic obstacles need to be removed before the infrastructures are completed. Patpong added that for the time being, China and Burma would be favoured for TAT’s driving trips.   (
