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THE REGION

MEKONG REEF BLASTING PLAN ON HOLD FOR A REVIEW

[Bangkok Post: 19.7.02; 1.8.02; 7.8.02; The Nation: 9.7.02] - THE plan to turn the Mekong river into a lucrative shipping route for tourism and trade seems to be heading down the stream (see also new frontiers 8[2] and 8[3]). Worries about security have emerged as the prime concern for Thai Defense Ministry officials who fear that blasting reefs and rocks along the river course could create problems for the future. The blasting would take place where the line dividing Thailand and Laos remains blurred. Any attempts to touch it, according to Defense Minister Chavalit Yongchaiyudh, would probably put demarcation work at risk.

   Thai and Lao officials have not sat down for talks on where the 976km water boundary should be, and both are looking to next year as a tentative deadline to complete the task. Waiting another year also seems acceptable to China and Burma, who were co-signatories of the agreement on commercial navigation in April 2000.

   The four countries are well aware of the possible impact on the river itself after the reefs are cleared. A joint study assessing the environmental changes found the plan “would not change the thalweg and flow discharge of the river as well as the boundaries along the river''. A thalweg is the middle of the chief navigable channel of a waterway that forms the boundary between states.

   The guarantee in the study, which Thailand approved in January is unconvincing from a security viewpoint. “Once reefs are cleared, it will affect the nature of the river,'' said one security official familiar with demarcation. “The thalweg is the most likely thing to change.''

   Any delay is likely to please Thai environmentalists and fishing communities in Chiang Saen and Chiang Khong districts of Chiang Rai province, where the clearance works in Thailand are going ahead. They are opposed to the plan on the grounds that it will cause ecological change and bring misery to the fishermen making a living from freshwater fish caught in the river.

   The Chiang Mai-based NGO, Southeast Asia Rivers Networks (SEARIN), has launched an anti-blasting campaign for months through lawmakers and international sympathizers, including a petition to the defense minister. The possible delay of the Mekong project will give opponents more time to prepare the next stage of their campaign. “Now we have time to strengthen the local movement and gather detailed information for a future move,'' said Chainarong Sretthachau, the SEARIN director.

   The 886km section of the river covered by the agreement, between Simao in southern China and Luang Prabang in northern Laos, contains more than 100 shoals, rapids and reefs. There are 11 major reefs and 10 scattered shoals, which obstruct navigation by big ships and are slated for removal, including Khon Pi Laung between Chiang Saen and Chiang Khong.

   Any delay will not please China. State officials organized a grand event in Jinghong, in southern Yunnan, in June last year for transport ministers and their deputies from China, Burma, Laos and Thailand to kick off the free flow of vessels after the agreement took effect. They want a safer and more comfortable passage for bigger ships to cruise up- and downstream on the river, which the Chinese call the Lancang.  Senior transport officials from China and Laos also held talks with Cambodia and Vietnam in Vientiane in March and took them along the river by boat in order to ease their concerns. 

   The two downstream countries are worried about the environmental impact, including the effect of flooding discharges on their countries, variations in water levels, river-bank erosion, and the possibility of pollution from navigation accidents.   (
HOVERCRAFT EXPEDITION DOWN MEKONG PROVOKES DIVIDED OPINION

A 2,900-kilometre hovercraft trip along the Mekong River from China to Vietnam, scheduled for November, has been announced by companies as a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for a group of Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) officials and adventurous tourists. The so-called “Expedition Mekong 2002” is to become a GMS Flagship Project to promote tourism and to serve as a concrete demonstration of the benefits of the new navigation agreement, despite the increasing controversy around the far-reaching environmental impacts the clearing of the waterway involves (see story above). Bangkok Post’s tourism and travel expert Don Ross argues the historic Mekong trip may be create little more than just hot air [Bangkok Post: 1.8.02]

It was billed as Asia's last river expedition when hovercraft enthusiasts announced last year they would navigate the Mekong River all the way from Jinghong in Yunnan province, China, to Ho Chi Minh City in Vietnam. It hasn't quite happened that way.

   Critics lambasted the planned 17-day downriver expedition as an ill-conceived publicity stunt and a threat to the environment. Pictures were conjured up of a noisy hovercraft overturning traditional fishing craft in its wake as it dashed downriver at speeds of up to 40kph.

   In response, organizers Brooker Group and Diethelm Travel vowed to conduct a serious environmental impact study before proceeding with the project. A year later, they are now claiming the expedition will operate under acceptable conditions.

   Brooker Group's CEO Peter Brimble said a full report will be published in August. But in the meantime he insists the hovercraft will be far less noisy than anticipated and said the impact of its wake on the shore will be well within parameters.

   End of July, Diethelm Travel executives inspected the Chinese-built hovercraft and concluded that all the delicate navigational rights were sound. Some had expired after the year long delay. Despite all the publicity on the Mekong River region, it is not an easy matter to secure rights of passage from all six member countries, namely China, Burma, Laos, Cambodia, Thailand and Vietnam. 

   Currently the priority is to bring on board sponsors. This might have to be an oil company, considering a hovercraft's appetite for fuel and the logistics of placing supplies close to the river. Another sponsor might like to supply the crane to haul the hovercraft out of the river just north of the Phapeng Falls [in southern Laos], transport it by trailer to Veung Kham and drop the vessel back into the water.

   Organizers claim the expedition will serve as a testimony to Mekong region co-operation, but it won't necessarily mean that hovercrafts will subsequently be plying all or even a small part of the 17-day route in a commercial capacity. Tour operators familiar with the Mekong region are skeptical of the notion that the river could be to Southeast Asia what the Rhine is to European tourism.

   “Expedition Mekong'' will get underway with champagne toasts at the riverside harbour of Simao, the northernmost navigable point on the river. It will sail from here to the mouth of the delta and then north following the coast to the Saigon River where the trip will end at a riverside hotel in Ho Chi Minh City. At that point, 23 passengers US$7,700 lighter for the experience will tell us if it was indeed Asia's last river expedition.   (
BANGKOK AIRWAYS LAUNCHES “MEKONG WORLD HERITAGE TOUR”

[Time Magazine: 1.7.02; The Nation: 5.7.02; Bangkok Post: 5.7.02; 1.8.02] – ACCORDING to industry sources, the Mekong World Heritage Tour package, officially launched by Bangkok Airways recently, has received favourable feedback from tour operators, hoteliers and those involved in the tourism industry in the Mekong sub-region. 

   Part of the package are visits to four major destinations in Mekong countries which have been listed as UNESCO World Heritage Sites.  These include Sukhothai historical park in Thailand, Luang Prabang in Laos, Hoi-An and Hue in central Vietnam and Angkor Wat in Siem Reap, Cambodia.

   Veng Sereyvuth, Minister of Tourism for Cambodia said: “Regarding the present situation of the tourism industry, we are now talking about integration and regional co-operation when it comes to promoting regional tourism. So a package like this is quite a smart initiative which will help enhance the growth of tourism in this region.''

   In promoting the concept, Bangkok Airways has co-operated with tour operators specializing in the Indochina region. These include Diethelm Travel, Indochina Services and Pink Rose Holidays.

   Marcel Schneider, general manager of Diethelm Travel said: “We think that this is the first time that we can combine tour packages to different countries in the Mekong region by air travel.” He said the package would help bring high-quality, up-market tourists into the region, namely those with the most spending power, adding, “This is good because Thailand and the region are now in need of quality tourists with high spending power.''

   An industry source said Bangkok Airways' success in implementing the flight connections in the regional countries is due to the airline's close personal relationship with leading figures in the Mekong countries. Bangkok Airways is also the operator of Siem Reap Airways International, the private airline of Cambodia.

  The airline’s president and chief executive Prasert Prasarttong-Osoth attributes his company’s success to its focus on tourism – especially to cultural destinations – courting the holidaymaker rather than the business traveller. On average, his flights are 75% full, and 93% of those passengers are international tourists - tourists for whom Prasert has great plans. As part of his Mekong region development scheme, he has started building a five-star “eco-resort” on the spacious ground of the Bangkok Airways-owned Sukhothai Airport. 

   Bangkok Airways is also planning to expand its business as a major airport operator in neighbouring countries. Authorities in Cambodia, Laos and Burma had approached the Thai-owned airline to run their airports, said  Prasert. If the deals are concluded, Bangkok Airways will operate six airports in all. The airline currently owns and operates two small airports in Thailand, Koh Samui and Sukhothai, and is about to open a third one in Trat province by the end of this year. The new US$12-million airport is expected to serve mostly tourists to Koh Chang and Koh Kong in Cambodia.   (
BURMA

BORDER CLOSURE CAUSES IMMEASURABLE LOSSES

[Bangkok Post: 22.7.02; The Nation: 5.7.02; 23.8.02] – BUSINESS losses amount to more than US$120 million as a direct result of Burma’s closure of its border with Thailand in May. Tourism and trade in the border areas have declined dramatically, not to mention the social costs with families often split and living on different sides of the frontier.

   Hardest hit are three usually bustling permanent checkpoints – Mae Sot- Myawaddy, Mae Sai- Tachilek and Ranong-Victoria Point. In northern Thailand’s province Chiang Rai, for example, tourism has slumped by 70 per cent. 

   Commuter movements also came to a standstill after Burma halted shuttle boat services between Ranong piers and Victoria Point. Fewer gamblers have been venturing out to the Andaman Club’s Hotel’s casino. Normally 200-500 gamblers turned up daily at the hotel on Thahtay Kyun Island, but the number has halved.

   In Tak’s Mae Sot district, some US$476,000 in daily trade with Myawaddy has been lost, and the tightened border security has scared away tourists. The “fear factor” has translated into immeasurable losses, said Paniti Tungpati, adviser to the Tak Chamber of Commerce.

   Burma is also suffering heavily. Its currency, the kyat, continues to nosedive as slow trade has lessened demand for it in the market. Before the border rows in May, the kyat crashed to 1,004 to the US dollar on news that former dictator Ne Win’s son-in-law and grandsons had been arrested for plotting a coup. The rate recovered slightly, particularly after the May release of pro-democracy leader Aung San Suu Kyi. But since vital trade routes with neighbouring Thailand have been shut tight, the kyat has dropped further, raising prices of basic goods and severely hurting an already impoverished people.

   The currency crisis in Burma is leading to increased privation, with prices of rice, meat and medicine shooting up. “Devaluation of the kyat is putting the squeeze on income and living standards, and ultimately how many meals a day some people will be eating,” said a diplomat in Rangoon.

   In August, Thai authorities arrested 31 Burmese pro-democracy activists to deport them back into the hands of Burma’s ruthless junta. Academics, human rights groups and parts of the media condemned the crackdown as a “short-sighted” act, which might stem from the Thai government’s eagerness to have the borders with Burma reopened by showing the Burmese generals that it does not support anti-junta activities.

   “The crackdown on the Burmese exiles in Thailand…is bringing condemnation from around the world,” said an editorial in The Nation. … The saddest part is that our top policy-makers and the provincial authorities still view the opening of border checkpoints with Burma as an indicator of normalcy. It is not…. Now, the Thai government must destroy the Burmese democratic forces living here if border trade is to resume.”

   It continues, “The junta has nothing to lose. It can give concessions on natural resources or [tourist] resorts without consulting the people at large in exchange for Thai appeasement… Burma has used Thailand’s eagerness to trade as leverage against Thais. It knows full well that gullible elements along the border and within the ruling party are more willing to do whatever it takes to make money…”   ( 

ROAD OF SUFFERING TO TAVOY

The following is edited from a longer article by Pa Pawklo [Burma Issues: July 2002] 

IN 1996, the Kanchanaburi-based Federation of Thai Industry proposed a contract with the Burmese military regime to build Dawaei (Tavoy) Export Centre. This project would connect the area around Tavoy to Thailand, creating an industrial zone and building a highway between Tavoy and Kanchanaburi province.

   More recent reports show that because of the lack of money, the original project had to be scaled down and now entails a road link only. In June 2001, Myanmar Kanchanaburi Development Co.Ltd. made a contract with the Burmese Ministry of Construction to build an 81-mile international highway from Maung Meshaung near Tavoy Township to Tha Mae Pass on the Kanchanaburi border. The company will collect toll fees for the use of the road and bridges. It also wants to develop the area for “ecotourism”.

   After Burmese troops’ offensives against Karen villages in 1997, seen by many as an attempt to clear this part of Tenasserim Division for massive economic development projects, the military occupied the area of the proposed highway using an old rough road that had been constructed by Thai logging companies. This road passes through Meithameehkee on the border to Htee Hta and to Myitta that will be the Tavoy-Kanchanburi highway.

   Karen National Union’s (KNU) sources reported that Burmese troops are continuously forcing ethnic villagers to construct this road, especially after every rainy season is finished. Villagers and prisoner porters are the only transporting means for the Burmese military to feed their troops who are stationed along the border of Thailand and other parts of Tenasserim. Local villagers have to give money, chainsaws, and are forced to clear embankments along the road. Villagers’ elephants and boats are also being used to do labour for the military. 

   Local villagers are suffering tremendously. Many villages around this road have been destroyed by Burmese troops. Many villagers have become internally displaced people, either fleeing to Thailand or being forcibly relocated to Burmese controlled areas. Observers say there is no Karen village in this area that has not been affected by the Burmese military’s relocation programme or scorch-earth operations.

   Since 1997, hundreds of the villagers’ durian, beetle nut and coconut plantations have been cut down with the intention to build bridges and military bunkers along the road. Many people lost their land and became homeless because of the Burmese troop’s occupation. 

   Some countries, especially Thailand, have often said they don’t want to intervene in other countries’ domestic problems. On the other hand, they have through investment in Burma involved themselves in the destruction of the people, forming an economic alliance with the ruling military. The money gained from this road project will not be used for the well-being of local communities. Instead, the Rangoon regime will expand their troops to suppress the people.

   “I want to tell the foreign companies and international community that we don’t want the highway right now. We want development, but we want development with justice; development that means peace for the community and benefits for everyone,” said P’doh Keh Bluh, a KNU official from Mergui-Tavoy District.   ( 

THAI PRIME MINISTER’S VISION FOR A SKI RESORT 

[The Nation: 8.8.02; Deutsche Presse Agentur: 8.8.02] - THAI Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra has reiterated his interest in helping Burma develop the snow-capped mountains in Kachin state into an international ski resort. 

   "The Thai premier asked me to relay a message to the Burmese leaders that both countries should cooperate in developing the area in Kachin state once relations return to a normal situation," said the foreign minister, Surakiart Sathirathai, during a recent visit to Rangoon. Thaksin wishes to see the project move ahead in the near future, said the minister, whose one-day trip was aimed at defusing the ongoing border tensions between the two countries. 

   When Thaksin first publicly mentioned his ski resort vision in April - before the border dispute - it was deemed  not practical by some critics. They argued that it now takes 10 days on foot to reach the snow-capped mountains from the Kachin state's capital, Myitkyina. The area was also until recently a battleground between the junta and the Kachin Independence Organization.
   "Myanmar [Burma] is the only country in ASEAN that has snow," Thaksin said at that time, adding the proposed ski resort would attract international tourists and earn income for cash-strapped Burma. He said the future ski resorts of Kachin state could some day be reached by a flight of only an hour from his home in the northern Thai province of Chiang Mai.   (
CAMBODIA

EFFORTS TO CRACK DOWN ON SEX TOURISTS 

[Reuters: 9.8.02; BBC-News: 16.7.02; The Guardian: 31.7.02] - CAMBODIA is to station special police officers at tourist sites across the country to try and root out foreigners lured by its reputation as a haven for perverts and pedophiles. Chen Samon, head of the tourism bureau in the capital Phnom Penh, said around 70 officers would be deployed in guest houses, hotels and temple sites with a remit to stamp out sex tourism. "We have more than one thousand temples to visit in Cambodia. We don't need sex tourists," Chen Samon told a meeting of tourist leaders and police.

   Overseas visitors are returning to Cambodia in greater numbers as the country emerges from two decades of civil war, including four years of rule by the brutal Khmer Rouge. Some 700,000 foreign arrivals are expected in 2002. However, some visitors are drawn by the impoverished country's unsavory reputation for commercial sex, often involving underage boys and girls.

   Despite a few high profile campaigns to tackle Cambodia’s under-age sex trade, little progress has been made in recent years. International aid agencies estimate there are 20,000 child prostitutes - of both sexes - working in Cambodia. Many are virtual slaves, having been sold by their families to pimps, and so are open to abuse in a country with a notoriously corrupt police force and weak judiciary. 

  However, a British schoolteacher, Jon Keeler, is serving a three year sentence in Cambodia after he was caught filming young girls performing sexual acts in 2000. Another British tourist, Derek Baston, was recently arrested near Phnom Penh for allegedly having sex with a 12-year-old girl. He was detained when police officers raided a brothel in Svay Pak, a suburb of the city known as a prostitution centre. In addition, Cambodian authorities discovered in May that the former British pop star Gary Glitter, who was convicted in Britain in 1999 for possessing pornographic pictures of children, had been living in the country since last year.

   In July, an Italian man, Alain Filippo Berruti was found guilty of debauchery and of exploiting the Cambodian children, who were aged between 11 and 14. He had been arrested in 2001 when police found him with four boys on the banks of the Tonle Sap river in the capital Phnom Penh. He has been jailed for 10 years.   ( 

FROM REBEL REGION TO NATURE RESERVE

[The Nation: 29.6.02; 7.7.02] – CAMBODIA has adopted a law to preserve more than one million hectares of pristine wilderness in the Cardamom Mountains, making it the largest wildlife sanctuary in Southeast Asia. Logging concessions will be canceled and a national park will protect some of the world’s most endangered wildlife, including Siamese crocodiles, Indo-Chinese tigers and gibbons. 

   The central Cardamom Mountains, named for the spice that grows along their slopes, had been avoided by timber companies and settlers because of the Khmer Rouge rebels who controlled the region through the 1990s, laying minefields and kidnapping or killing interlopers. But with the Khmer Rouge largely subdued, logging roads have begun advancing into the highlands, which lie along the country’s western flank, and thousands of refugees seeking land have been following them. 

   Pressure to prevent logging in the Cardamoms has been coming from international aid agencies and development banks, which provide Cambodia with about US$500 million in assistance each year. Initiatives to preserve the biodiversity-rich region have intensified since 2000 after Flora and Fauna International, a private conservation group in London conducted surveys and found dozens of threatened plants and animals. Washington-based Conservation International spent about US$500,000 in 2001 on the region, equipping rangers to combat illegal logging and poaching.   (
THAILAND

CALL TO TURN NATIONAL PARKS INTO BIG MONEY-SPINNERS

[Bangkok Post: 24.8.02] – “ECOTOURISM” programmes have the government's full support because they attract Western tourists. Speaking at the recent annual meeting of national park officials at Khao Yai National Park, forestry chief Plodprasop Suraswadee urged national park chiefs to be “creative'' in introducing income-generating activities for ecotourism. He has created new projects for national parks, including spring and spa complexes, water sport recreation, herb gardens and safari zones to meet ecotourists' increasing demand. Pansak Winyarat, chief adviser of Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra, said the government supported the tourism promotion plans in protected areas, which were national assets that could generate substantial revenue. 

   Mr Plodprasop told the officials to work harder to earn money from national parks. The spring and spa complexes, which comprised sauna and massage centres, would be introduced in four national parks in the north, including Mae Fang and Huay Nam Dang in Chiang Mai, he said. Mr Plodprasop also proposed to put greater emphasis on water activities, including canoeing, rafting and kayaking. 

   Park officials should also allow tourists to get close to wild animals, such as sambar deer and barking deer. “Whatever the tourists demand, we should provide it for them, but the activities must not contradict park management principles," Mr Plodprasop said. 
 However, Jittasak Putjorn of  Walailak University's Ecotourism Management Division strongly criticized the government for focusing heavily on making money from the country's protected forests. “It is unacceptable that the government and the Forestry Department define the national parks as a source of cash flow,'' Mr Jittasak said. “Such a perspective is harmful to natural resources and will lead concerned agencies to mismanage the parks.''   (
IT MAY BE TOO LATE FOR THAILAND’S RESORT ISLANDS!

KOH CHANG: What’s the Talk About “Sustainable Tourism”?

[Pacific Asia Travel Association (PATA): Feb. 2002; Koh Chang Group: May 2002] – A STUDY by the Pacific Asia Travel Association (PATA) and the government’s development plan point out that the resources of Koh Chang and surrounding islands would be preserved. “Sustainable community-based tourism development” is stated as a major objective. 

   But independent researchers, who have investigated the realities on the ground, have found that the official intiatives to develop Koh Chang tourism have just set off a race to grab and destroy land and natural resources as fast as possible, with authorities turning a blind eye to legitimate local people’s concerns and wide-spread environmental abuses, such as clearance of mangrove forests, dredging of beaches and encroaching on national park land (see also new frontiers 8[2] and 8[3]). A report produced by the “Koh Chang Group”, a group of foreign and Thai environmentalists that has begun to raise public awareness on Koh Chang issues, highlights the vast contradictions between the official rhetoric of “sustainable tourism” and the current practices:

   “Although the plan [for Koh Chang] calls for highly legislated construction and development laws, problems arise when large corporate interests, who are effectively above the law due to their influential connections with the government, start unregulated development… Even though the plan calls for careful control and monitoring of development to prevent problems associated with unregulated private development projects, it is already clear such regulations are not being enforced.”

   As an example, the report mentions an influential investor, who has been building a boat resort near the fishing village Bang Bao on the south side of the island, thereby illegally dredging the shoreline.  Apparently, the Harbor Department gave the developer permission to dredge the beach, says the report, but the backhoes continued dredging past the Harbor Department jurisdiction and up into the national park land. After the Royal Forestry Department (RFD) found out about it, they administered a small fine but the damage was already done. When asked about the incident, RFD chief Plodpasop Suraswadee said that since they were so far along in the construction he granted them further permission to continue the dredging. 
   The Koh Chang Group has found that this illegal resort construction is by no means an isolated case. “The thought that the government has ulterior motives or unsaid involvement in the development of Koh Chang is continuously revealing itself through incidents such as this,” the report says, adding that the RFD is focusing on potential tourism dollars instead of preserving national park land. (see also story above: national parks as money spinners).

   The report comments: “Concerns for the future of Koh Chang have been expressed by many locals - and rightly so.  The government has got its hands on [other islands of the archipelago] to develop rashly and without any regard for the future long-term hindrance to the people.  They are all seeing dollar signs in their head. The economic well-being of large corporate interests sadly will only lead to another failed attempt to ensure their country as one of the prime tourist destinations in the world today.  Development on Koh Chang will result in short-term fast cash from the targetted ‘high-end’ big spenders and long-term unsustainability.  To the country and people of Thailand, it will not bring any lasting economic benefit.”

   The governmental bodies in charge of the Koh Chang plan do not give much thought to the real tourism-induced impacts or local people’s right to be involved in how they want their island developed, concludes the report. Instead, they appear to focus solely on the perceived desires of tourists. “And according to the Koh Chang development plan that is: air conditioned rooms, minibars, HBO, telephones, hovercraft service to the island, a museum island, a golf island even a proposed ‘casino’ island.” It adds, “Strange since as of yet, gambling is illegal in Thailand.  According to the plan, this specific island will be developed, ‘as and when gambling is legalized in Thailand’.  Well, it sounds like they’ve got it all planned out…”

Recent news on Koh Chang [Bangkok Post: 26.7.02; The Nation: 1.8.02; 4.8.02]: Beginning of August, the House Committee on Natural Resources and the Environment charged that an aide of Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra obstructed its investigation into alleged encroachment on Koh Chang. After the committee discovered that the Aiyapura Resort and Spa, which hosted a mobile Cabinet meeting in June, was encroaching on the sea, Lt-General Preecha Wannarat, deputy secreatery-general to the prime minister, sent a letter asking the committee to drop its study, which was based on a land survey conducted by Chulalongkorn University’s Engineering Faculty. Member of Parliament Theera Salakphet, who is a native of Koh Chang, said Forestry Department director-general Plodprasop Suraswadee had actually testified to the committee that the Aiyarpuri Resort had actually encroached on the sea, national park land as well as on Navy-owned land.    

   Meanwhile, fears are growing that there are plans to turn Koh Chang into a center for gambling tourists. In July, three representatives of the SunCity Group, a South African tourism company and one of the world’s biggest casino operators, surveyed Koh Chang and nearby Koh Kradad with a view to investing in tourism-related and real-estate businesses. The South African delegation was accompanied by forestry chief Plodprasop and National Economic and Social Development Board secretary-general Pornchai Juriprapa, among others. The group later attended a meeting at the controversial Aiyapura Resort on Koh Chang with Tourism Authority of Thailand director Chuchart Oncharoen, Sakol Sunate of the Trat tourism association, and Bamrung Ruamsap of the Koh Chang and environs development panel. It was reported that the SunCity Group is particularly interested in investing in a luxury hotel for Koh Kradad.  Representatives of the company also met Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra to discuss the development project.   (
KOH SAMUI: Unprecedented Water Crisis

[Bangkok Post: 21.7.02; The Nation: 21,7.02] - THIS year orchard owners and operators of hotels and resorts on Koh Samui are feeling the crunch. Scant rainfall during May and June and rapidly declining levels of underground water are bringing a new urgency. The main sources of municipal tap water are running dry. Meanwhile other sources of raw water have dried up.

   The shortages have forced the Samui branch of the Provincial Waterworks Authority (PWA) to ration tap water on a schedule. Worse, it cannot provide tap water to some areas. On 4 July, the PWA was unable to supply tap water to 39 villages in seven sub-districts. 

   Some who had used tap water therefore have had to turn to using water from villagers' wells. Some hotel and bungalow operators have had to buy water from villagers. But the level of water in the wells is also falling. Many farmers fear there will be no water for their orchards. The villagers expect that underground water will reach the lowest point in August, which is the beginning of the high use season.

   The only group of people who are not aware of the water shortage on Koh Samui are the tourists. They still enjoy using the water as if it is inexhaustible. There is currently no organized campaign to promote the conservation of water to the 7-8 hundred thousand tourists who each year visit the island, partly out of fear that if the problem is known it will affect tourism. There are some resorts, but certainly not five-star hotels, which promote saving water by asking visitors to hang up towels to dry rather than changing them every day.

   This is not the first time water problems have occurred on Koh Samui. State agencies have hashed over the situation many times, and there have even been unofficial cabinet meetings led by Prime Minister Taksin Shinawatra to discuss the matter. Overall though, cooperation has been lacking among state agencies, and there is no-one clearly in charge of administering water resources on the island.

   During the peak of the tourist season in December, the number of tourists is about 10,200 persons a day, and the need for tap water is up to 12,000 cubic metres per day. But the PWA can produce only about 8,000 cu. metres per day. During the low season there are only 50,000 tourists per month, so the 8,000 cu. metres a day is enough. But since 1 July of this year, because water levels are so low, the PWA has not been able to produce over 2,000 cu. metres a day. On 15 July, for example, the PWA was producing only 8-900 cu. metres a day. 

   Opting for many more hotels could see the resort island suffer a permanent water shortage, said PWA governor Wanchai Kuprasert. His warning came as new investment plans were reveiled for Koh Samui by a dozen major five-star hotel chains, including the Ritz Carlton, Banyan Tree, Hard Rock and Amanpuri groups. The Santi Buri resort chain is also building the island’s first luxury golf course.

   A member of the municipal council said the growing number of visitors seriously affects the well-being of the 30,000 islanders. Hundreds of artesian wells had been dug by hotels, but only nine were licensed by the Department of Mineral Resources, he said. 

   “We in the tourism business sell our natural resources like prostitutes sell their bodies,” said a local managing director of a resort. “So many of us only think of making quick profits, forgetting that we have to protect the resources that nature has bestowed us…We must save them in order that they may be enjoyed in the future. Better late than never.”   (
KOH PHANGAN: Rampant Mismanagement and Corruption 

The following is edited from a commentary by The Nation’s chief editor Pana Janviroj [The Nation: 21.8.02]

Phangan's beaches overlooking the more prosperous sister island of Samui are sleepy. And yet one day a month, the island is rudely awakened by an influx of thousands of tourists hell bent on pushing fun to the limit during the notorious Full Moon Party.

   Now in the glare of full-blown tourism hype, Phangan [located in Surat Thani province] has also become a beneficiary of several categories of state money. A new pier is being built by Italian-Thai Development Co to accommodate more incoming boats and to provide greater safety. The island is also boasting a new avenue decorated with tall trees, buildings and a new road through the town centre. The commercial landscape is changing by the day.

   It appears that devolution is taking place, and the free-market economy is booming alongside greed and speculation. Corruption is rampant on Phangan. Each tree planted along a seashore avenue was said to have cost Bt40,000 [almost US$1,000]. Also, the road in the adjacent market area will have a traffic island in the centre despite few cars and an indication that it will cause more accidents as drivers will be inclined to go faster. The sewage system was built without a declining tilt, and thus wastewater is not going anywhere.

   "What can we do to deal with the mismanagement and corruption? Who is going to raise the necessary 'noise'?” a local resident asked. "The local people who decide how the money is going to be spent on infrastructure are relatives of someone else, or friends of everybody. Everywhere you look for help or to form an opposition, you run into someone close to the decision-makers." 
   Phangan is typical of a growing number of communities that have become financial frontier towns as decentralization gathers pace, though the essentials are far from in place. Decentralization was decided on the basis of a couple of arguments. First, it will lead to better decisions. Second, whatever the locals do, they will be happier than if things were directed by the central government - or in Phangan's case, from the far-off mainlanders in Surat Thani and, of course, Bangkok.

   Phangan is not making better decisions on its future, and those people who can see through the shady deals that are occurring are not happy. Their silence only means that the tyranny of centralization is being transferred to the people next door. Just as money politics has prevailed at the national level, so local communities have become a gold-mine for the opportunists.

   As for decentralization coupled with the free market - the result can be devastating. Phangan is not blessed by the resulting efficiency of a free market. Rather, it's a victim of greed and short-term speculation. A lot of people, some of them well-known, are investing in Phangan. But environmentally, or by way of their attitude, they are not aiming to sustain the tourism business.

   The local nouveau riche - benefiting from the state budget slated for tourism or small and medium sized businesses - have no loyalty to either the ruling Thai Rak Thai Party or the opposition Democrats. They are local cowboys in a frontier town that is fast modernizing - drawing on the worst of decentralization and free-market capitalism. The contradiction of aspiration and reality, good ideas and actuality is a way of life on this Full Moon Party island.   (
YUNNAN/CHINA

THE GOOD, THE BAD, AND THE UGLY:

OBSERVATIONS AND REFLECTIONS ON TOURISM DEVELOPMENT IN LIJIANG

Despite intermittent rains, China’s first outdoor music festival rocked on in Lijiang during 17 and 18 August, with up to 10,000 fans gathering high on the slopes of the 5596m Jade Dragon Snow Mountain. Music fans, many from the  multinational backpacking crowd that swarm to western Yunnan throughout the year, braved the rain and mud to stay for the two-days event.  Thousands of local fans from as far away as Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou and Kunming, also came to see what has been dubbed the "Chinese Woodstock”. The mountains around Lijiang - traditionally well preserved and worshipped by the Tibetan people as sacred - echoed to the sounds of pop, punk, heavy metal and Beijing Opera-based rock. Some US$660,000 was needed to pull off the event, with up to half coming from a local government-Hong Kong joint venture golf course near the festival site at Snow Flower Village. The city of Lijiang also sponsored the event to boost tourism publicity and dollars [South China Morning Post: 12.8.02; Agence France Press: 19.8.02]. What has happened to Lijiang, a once peaceful and hard-to-reach place inhabited by indigenous peoples at the east end of the Himalayas? The following report are excerpts from a paper on the recent tourism boom in Lijiang by Charles F. McKhann.  It was presented at an international conference on anthropology and tourism held at Yunnan University in Kunming in 1999 and published in the book ‘Tourism, Anthropology and China’, edited by Tan Chee-Beng, Sidney C.H. Cheung and Yang Hui (Bangkok 2001).

My first visit to the town of Lijiang in northwest Yunnan Province was in February 983. Friends told us that the Old Town section was charming, and we were not disappointed: hundred-year-old wooden-fronted shops, quiet shady courtyards, gently rolling cobblestone lanes, and small tree-lined streams cutting through the neighbourhoods.

   Returning to Lijiang during Spring Festival 1999, one would hardly recognize it. The massive concrete (Soviet style) low-rise buildings, narrow streets, and bicycles, carts, and horses that characterized the (old) Old Town have been replaced by dozens of glass and steel high-rises; widened, high-speed boulevards; and hundreds of little red under-powered taxis. Thanks to strict building codes, the (new) Old Town retains its basic appearance, but the tofu, noodle, leather goods, oil, and rice shops have all been replaced with purveyors of antiques, ethnic art, Burmese jades, erotic statues, rare medicines, and - of course - Kodak film and Pepsi-Cola. The old inhabitants, most of whom are Naxi nationality, have also been largely replaced.

   Nearly three million tourists visited Lijiang [in 1998]. They come in airplanes and on big tour buses and descend on the Old Town in waves. There’s been a 2,600% increase in tourists in nine years, and a 6,600% increase in tourism revenue in eight years are outraging figures. The biggest increases have occurred since 1996. Figures for that year are not available because on 4 February 1996, Lijiang suffered a massive earthquake that left hundreds dead and thousands more wounded and homeless. Geologists determined the earthquake’s epicenter somewhere below the easter flank of Jade Dragon Mountain, just north of town. 

   Many Naxi were attributing the earthquake to the wrath of the mountain god, Saddo, tutelary deity of the Lijiang basin. Saddo was upset, people said, by the indiscriminate tourism development around the mountain. A year earlier a chairlift had been installed to take visitors up to Cloud Mountain Meadow on the flank of the mountain. Further south, at dry Lake Basin, a resort was being built, and there were plans for a three-mile-long gondola (completed after the earthquake in 1996) to take thrill-seeking tourists high on the mountain’s glaciers. Over on the west side, more and more tourists were making the spectacular hike along the Golden Sand River through the Tiger Leaping Gorge, and there were plans to cut a highway through the gorge (completed in 1999), so that buses carrying less hearty travellers could make the trip. All that poking and prodding, cutting and gouging, strangers tromping around: Saddo was ticked off, and he let the people of Lijiang know it.

   While many residents still actively mourned the earthquake victims, others pushed ahead an application to UNESCO (approved in December 1997) to have the town registered as a World Heritage site. Says Richard Engelhardt, regional adviser for culture in Asia and Pacific at UNESCO: “Even compared to what normally happens at Asian World Heritage sites [a 40% increase in tourism in the year following inscription], Lijiang’s tourism growth is totally out of control.”

   The building of new hotels and improved transportation are just two of the signs of the rapid growth of tourism in Lijiang. In 1993, there were three hotels in town (Dayanzhen) and a handful of small guesthouses. As of summer 1999, there were 71 large and small hotels in Lijiang.

   The first motor-road into Lijiang County was built in the mid-1950s, and until 1994 most visitors arrived by bus. Before about 1984, the journey took two full days from Kunming; after an express night bus was set up that took only 12 to 15 hours. Either way, it was a tortuous ride on windy, narrow, and pot-holed roads, and only hearty travellers with lots of time could make the trip. This is no longer the case. In 1994, an airport capable of handling large jets opened just 20 kilometres from town. 

   To the airport and hotel examples, one could add several others: the equally rapid development of restaurants, taxis and tour buses, roads and highways, shops, banks, and nightclubs. Indeed, as locals say of the booming Shangri-La Road district on the west side of town, with its sparkling and grossly under-occupied new buildings: “It has more banks and hotels than toilets.”

   Improved infrastructure alone cannot explain the growth of tourism in Lijiang. Other reasons include: aggressive advertising on the part of the local, provincial, and national tourism bureaus; inscription as a UN World Heritage site; recent and much televised visits by high-ranking officials; and the general development of Chinese “tourist culture”. Of these, the last may be the most important. Upwards of 90% of the tourists visiting Lijiang today are Chinese nationals, and the money they spend is roughly proportionate to their numbers.

   The question of whether local and provincial governments can effect an equitable redistribution of the profits of tourism is a serious concern. In Lijiang, profits from the booming tourism economy are concentrated in just a few locales: Lijiang Town (Dayanzhen), Dry Lake Basin (Ganhaizi), White Water River (Baishui He), Tiger Leaping Gorge (Hutiao Xia), Lugu Lake (Lugu Hu), and a handful of Lijiang Basin townships. Some redistribution to poor rural areas is ongoing, especially in the form of electrification and road building, but even the latter has generally been at the cost of local timber sources. A steeply progressive local tax structure, in which high profit tourism businesses directly contributed to transforming the surrounding countryside, would go a long way toward reducing what is now a rapidly widening gap between urban rich and rural poor.

   If the phenomenal growth of tourism has not appreciably improved the lives of many people in Lijiang Prefecture, the possibility that it may in some ways have made lives worse is even more disturbing. In order to finance the development of tourism infrastructure, entrance fees are charged at all major tourism sites, and the fees are prohibitively high for most natives to Lijiang. Country folk from the hinterlands have it worst of all. Many have only rare occasion to visit the “big town” of Lijiang, and they increasingly find that they cannot afford the cost of lodging and entrance fees at many of the local sites. Ideally, entrance fees would be reduced for everyone to a level that locals can afford. Unfortunately, most major attractions have been developed on the basis of large loans from institutions like the World Bank, and the overseeing offices are under pressure to recoup their investments as quickly as possible.

   Social disruptions caused by the burgeoning tourism industry include commercialization of Lijiang’s Old Town, tensions between native residents and outside entrepreneurs, an increased presence of prostitution and drugs, and increased ethnic tensions in some areas. Particularly, the growing “outsider” population is causing considerable discontent among locals, many of whom complain openly about “losing” their own town.   (
