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THE REGION

TOURISM INDUSTRY LIVING IN FEAR AFTER BALI BOMBING

[Bangkok Post: 19.10.02; 24.10.02; The Nation: 22.10.02; 23.10.02; 25.10.02; www.pata.org ; www.world-tourism.org] - ALREADY reeling from the aftermath of last year's 11 September, the threat of a new war in the Middle East and global economic recession, the Asia-Pacific travel and tourism industry has been in a state of shock since the devastating bombing on the Indonesian resort island Bali on 12 October. 

   "There is no such thing as a safe place in the travel and tourism industry anymore," said Alwin Zecha, a board member of the Pacific Asia Travel Association (PATA), as the region has been hit by mass cancellations following the  Bali blasts, which claimed almost 200 lives. Both PATA and the Madrid-based World Tourism Organization issued strong statements condemning the Bali attack. PATA also cancelled a Sustainable Tourism Conference that was planned to be held in Banten, Western Java, between 23 and 26 October.

   Government travel advisories - usually footnotes for nervous tourists - have become front-page headlines after the Bali bombing. Several countries in North America, Europe and Asia are now advising against all-essential travel to Indonesia and neighbouring countries. Citing a general threat of terrorism, Australia strengthened travel warnings for five countries - Laos, Cambodia, East Timor, Malaysia and the Philippines. All are seen as either strongholds of Muslim extremists or suffering from lax security.

   Even Thailand has been featured in warnings. A CNN news report quoted FBI documents saying terrorists were planning a string of bombings at night-clubs and popular bars in Thailand and other Southeast Asian countries. The British Foreign Office said that "Thailand is one of a number of countries where there is an increased threat to visible British institutions and organizations from global terrorism."

   Denmark, which holds the presidency of the European Union, warned on 24 October that Thailand was a target of possible terrorist attacks and named Phuket as a particular concern. The statement on the foreign ministry's website warned Danes to exercise "the greatest vigilance" when visiting public places in the Kingdom of Thailand, including religious shrines and temples and entertainment venues frequented by foreigners.

   Subsequently, the travel and tourism industry has called on the Thai government to implement tighter security to ensure safety of tourists. Therefore, police beefed up security at major tourist destinations, including Chiang Mai, Pattaya, Phuket, Koh Samui, Haat Yai as well as Patpong and Khao Sarn Road in Bangkok. Even this month's full-moon rave party on Koh Pha-ngan was closely monitored by police due to concerns the event could become a target for terrorists because of the high number of young foreign visitors taking part in the parties. 

   Thailand's new Tourism Minister Sontaya Kunplome told reporters that the enhanced security measures were aimed at "making people feel at ease" and assuring them that authorities were keeping a close watch for any irregularities. 

   For the past year, since the 11 September attacks on the United States, government leaders consistently ruled out the possibility that terrorist attacks could take place on Thai soil, and immediately after the Bali bombing, they were quick to assure travellers that the country was the safest of havens. Only now, as ominous travel warnings are pouring in from abroad, officials acknowledge that a threat exists. 

  An editorial in The Nation said, "…at this stage, any terrorist bombing in Thailand - regardless of whether it targets foreign tourists - could have disastrous consequences for the country's still fragile economic recovery… That should be enough incentive for the government to step up cooperation with ASEAN countries, especially Malaysia and Singapore, on terrorism intelligence."

    As Southeast Asia is facing a worst-case scenario in terms of tourism and given the unravelling of the myth that the region is safe, leaders of the 10-member Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) are set to seal a tourism pact at their summit in Phnom Penh on 4 to 5 November in order to revive confidence in the region. As Malaysian Tourism Minister Abdul Kadir Sheikh Fadzir recently explained, the decision to deepen tourism cooperation among ASEAN members was already made two years ago, but there is more urgency now following the Bali tragedy. 
   "The leaders will sign an ASEAN tourism agreement in Cambodia. It will spell out the decision of all ASEAN countries to work together to promote tourism to the region and also intra-ASEAN travel," he said.   (
EXPEDITION MEKONG SELLS SHORT

[Bangkok Post: 26.9.02] - WHILE Expedition Mekong organizers were initially counting on 46 wealthy travellers shelling out US$7,700 for a once-in-a-lifetime experience - a luxurious hovercraft trip down the Mekong River -, as of September, there were just enough bookings for Diethelm Travel and partner Brooker Group to guarantee the tour (see also new frontiers 8[4]).

    The historic trip by hovercraft will run down the Mekong river from Yunnan all the way to the delta ending in the port city of Ho Chi Minh City. It will pass through China, Burma, Laos, Thailand and Cambodia. In southern Laos, the vessel will be lifted out of the water, just north of the impassable Phra Peng Waterfall, transported on a trailer and lowered back into the Mekong River further downstream.

   Trip director Reinhard Hohler said he was counting on Diethelm Travel extending the booking deadline. "To my mind European travellers are booking trips much later,'' he said. ``We may need to extend the booking deadline right up to the last week to fill the berths.'' 

   Another source of concern is the slow response from sponsors. Brooker Group is presenting the trip as a geographical and promotional expedition to highlight the Mekong River's role in the region's economic growth. However, it is the first to admit that the trip will never be turned into a "tourist trip on a scheduled basis''. Considering the logistic obstacles it is very likely to be a "one-off expedition'' for the region's history books. The project had its detractors, mainly those who were concerned that a hovercraft roaring down-river would cause environmental hazards and topple fishing boats in its wake. 

   An environment assessment study was conducted by Brooker Group earlier this year to address the potential impact on river life and fishing. It apparently gave the hovercraft a clean bill of health. Since then, Brooker Group and Diethelm Travel moved its sales effort and the drive to bring sponsors on board into top gear both in Europe and Asia.   ( 

Opinion

THE RUSH TO BLAST THE MEKONG

The following is edited from an article by The Nation columnist 'Chang Noi' [The Nation: 23.9.02]

Until recently, the Thai government was planning to start blasting the bed of the Mekong River in Chiang Rai to create a channel for larger shipping in December, just three months from now. The project is now on hold. 
   Anyone who has travelled along this stretch of the Mekong, from Chiang Saen towards Luang Prabang in Laos, will know it is crammed with rocks, rapids, shoals, cataracts and whirlpools. Blasting enough of this away to make room for 300-ton ships will radically change the river. Driving such big ships down the channel will change it again. The stream will flow faster. Water levels will change. Riverbanks will be affected by the flow rate and ships' wakes. Fish breeding grounds will be disrupted. All this in turn will have an impact on the people who live along both sides.

   But the government is telling us the impact will be insignificant. In fact, the government was hoping we wouldn't find out about this at all. The original plan comes from China, which wants to redesign the Mekong River for navigation. In April 2000, the Thai government signed an agreement with China (and Burma and Laos). The agreement says any changes must respect local laws. But that's just part of the boiler plate. There was no public discussion, no public hearing, no debate.

   No impact assessment was required, but the project went ahead with one for form's sake. The study of this ambitious redesign of a major world waterway took just six months to complete. It concluded that the impact would be insignificant. It blithely states the project "is acceptable to environment protection laws" in all four countries. The Mekong River Commission condemned this report as "substantially inadequate", "fundamentally flawed", and "not up to international standard". Most of its findings were simply "speculation". Yet in January of this year Cabinet approved the plan to dynamite rapids - 11 in the first stage, and another 51 later. Some preliminary blasting was carried out. 
   The Mekong blasting originated in the era of the 1997 Constitution and the Freedom of Information Act. Local communities are supposed to have a say about what happens on their doorstep. Information is supposed to be available. The environment is supposed to be valued enough that nothing big is done without proper study. But the Mekong blasting started with no local consultation, no public announcement, no public hearing, no proper study.

   Once the news was out, civil society swung into action. NGOs dug information out of the deep mines where government had buried it. Activists published preliminary studies about the impact on the riverbanks, fish breeding, plant life and fishing communities. Local people put together a petition. A Senate subcommittee visited Chiang Rai in June and called for the project to be halted.

   The response again came right out of the Dark Ages. The minister responsible (Transport and Communications) kept his mouth shut. The prime minister looked the other way. The Asian Development Bank, which has made Mekong development one of its specialities, gazed on stoically. A heroic example of the ostrich-defense gambit.

   Then the activists found a chink in the armour. Suppose the blasting altered the river course. That might change the national boundaries - which have never been properly mapped and hence run down the middle of the main channel. There was a stunning risk that a few rocks might change from "Thailand" into "Laos".

   This information was sent to the defense minister. Reacting valiantly to this threat to the national boundaries, General Chavalit had the project suspended. Attacks on local communities and on the environment could be ignored. An attack on "the nation" (or at least, a few of its wet rocks) could not. But realism suggests this suspension is only temporary and cosmetic. China is behind the project. Chavalit is friends with China. Some work-around way will be found before too long.

   It's probably also significant that the Chiang Rai Chamber of Commerce is very keen on the Mekong Navigation Project. Its members like the prospect of more river trade and tourism. One of the fishermen roused against the project said: "I really think these business people are the 'never-have-enough' people. They might have a hundred million baht now, but they still want another thousand million baht."   (
HIGHWAY TO LINK THAILAND, LAOS, CHINA

[The Nation: 30.9.02; Bangkok Post: 11.10.02] - BEGINNING of October, finance ministers from Thailand, Laos and China signed a memorandum that outlines a plan for the completion of a super highway linking the three countries. The highway will lead from Chiang Rai through the Lao provinces of Bokeo and Luang Namtha and end in Kunming, the capital of Yunnan in southern China. It will be about 700 kilometres long, with 85km in Thailand, 228km in Laos and the rest in China. Construction will begin early next year, and the route is expected to open within five years.

   The road via northern Laos is the shortest overland route from Southeast Asia to China. Beijing has already finished upgrading a highway from Kunming to Bohan, where there is a border crossing to Laos. Thailand's highways are also ready for traffic, leaving only the Laos section to complete the plan. 

   Thai Foreign Minister Surakiart Sathirathai said Thailand will grant a Bt1.3-billion (US$32.5 million) soft loan to finance the road construction in Laos. The Asian Development Bank (ADB) and China will finance the rest. It is hoped that the highway will boost cross-border trade and tourism as it is leading through the so-called "North-South Economic Corridor" of the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS).   (
BURMA

RELAXED VISA RULES TO SHORE UP TOURISM INDUSTRY

[Bangkok Post: 21.10.02; Myanmar Times: 19.-25.8.02] - BURMA is to launch a visa-on-arrival programme aimed at boosting flagging tourism to the military-ruled state. The immigration ministry announced it would begin issuing the visas to individual travellers who arrive at Rangoon international airport on flights operated by Austrian-based Lauda Air. A similar arrangement will be made with other airlines but will take time. Lauda Air is due to inaugurate a non-stop service to Rangoon from Vienna on 6 November.

   According to the Myanmar Times, travel agents and big hotels in Burma have reported a strong increase in bookings during this rainy season. Hotels say occupancy rates have increased by an average of about 20 per cent over the rainy season last year, while travel agents say bookings are up between 10 per cent and 50 per cent. Most of the rainy season tourist arrivals are from France, Italy and Spain, where many businesses close for the European summer, as well as Germany, Japan and Israel. Franz Fischer, the country manager of Bangkok-based Diethelm Travel, said documentaries about Burma’s cultural attractions and natural beauty had been screened overseas in the last six months and this had helped the tourism sector. Burma was becoming well known for its cultural tourism among international travellers, said Fischer.   ( 

THAILAND BILLED AS BURMA SKIING GATEWAY

[Bangkok Post: 23.9.02] - THAILAND will promote Chiang Mai as the gateway to Burma's future tourist destination, a proposed ski resort in the northern Kachin state.

   During the recent Thailand Travel Mart 2002 Plus Amazing Gateway to Mekong Region (TTM 2002) held in Bangkok, Deputy Prime Minister Somkid Jatusripitak suggested the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) link the new attraction with its ‘Amazing Gateway to Mekong Region’ tourism campaign that will promote Thailand along with Southern China, Burma, Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam.

   Chiang Mai was the ideal gateway to “the only snow place in Southeast Asia”' as it had advanced hospitality services and was only a two-hour flight away, he said. With its advantageous geographic position, Thailand would gain greater benefit from promoting attractions of neighbouring countries. The move would also foster tourism among countries in the Mekong region, Mr Somkid said, adding Thailand would be a facilities hub, making it the preferred starting and returning point for visitors touring the region. Thailand should take advantage of its location and high-quality facilities to attract tourists to the country, even while they were visiting other countries, he said. (
RECONSTRUCTING HISTORY: PAGAN GETS A FACELIFT 
The designation of Pagan as Burma’s first World Heritage site should ensure its survival for generations to come, but some preservation experts are not yet convinced, writes Htein Linn [The Irrawaddy: July-Aug. 2002]

WHEN the generals seized power following the bloody coup in 1988, they declared that they had rescued the future of Burma from plunging into anarchy. Now, with the help of international restoration experts, the generals are getting ready to save Burma’s past as well.

   In June, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) announced that Burma’s famous temples of Pagan are slated to become the country’s first World Heritage site. The move will likely breathe life into the country’s moribund tourism industry, and the generals are hoping that their engagement and cooperation with the UN agency will boost their legitimacy at home and abroad. But some scholars worry that, if history is any guide, the preservation efforts may actually accelerate the deterioration of the temples.

   Pagan is one of Southeast Asia’s most remarkable historical sites; its archaeological splendor is on par with Angkor Wat in Cambodia and Borobudur in Indonesia—both already UNESCO World Heritage sites.

    From its founding by King Anawrahta in 1044 to its eventual decline in the late 13th century, the Pagan Dynasty oversaw the construction of thousands of pagodas, temples and monasteries. Today, although more than 2,000 religious structures have been completely ruined, 2,230 remain intact, dotting an arid landscape of 42sq km.

   Many wall paintings, ink inscriptions, statues, clay tablets and ancient stone sculptures in those structures left standing, however, have suffered severe damage over the centuries. The passage of time, coupled with a sequence of disasters—earthquakes, floods, Mongol invasions and native and foreign thieves who robbed Pagan of its antiquities, many of which ended up in Western museums—have taken their toll.

    Most of the famous pagodas of Burma have been repaired so often that one can say little about the original shape of their upper parts. But preserving ancient monuments from a dynasty often credited with "unifying" the Burmese "state" has caused many problems in the past. Some question the practicality of restoring buildings from nearly a millenium ago when present economic conditions in Burma are so dire, and say Pagan should be left alone. Others worry the influx of money will open another avenue for corrupt officials to exploit. 

   Beatrice Kaldun, the UNESCO Regional Advisor for Culture in Asia and the Pacific, qualified her suggestion that renovating Pagan’s deteriorating temples and stupas is necessary to prevent their eventual collapse. "I am not sure that they all need to be restored. Sometimes it is better to leave a monument as it is."

   Dr Than Tun, a former professor of history at Mandalay University and currently a member of the Burma Historical Commission, agrees. In a 1995 research paper titled "Defacing Old Pagan", he writes: "In addition to all these natural and obvious dangers to antiquity, there are a whole lot of seemingly religious-minded people who think it a great merit to replace dilapidated images with new ones bright with gold and gems, or to repaint an old shrine with variegated colours."

   "Authentic" replication may not necessarily be top priority for the generals. Burma is one of the poorest countries in the world and people take solace in donating their cash, gold, or jewels to pagodas and other religious causes. According to their Buddhist convictions, Burmese believe that such donations will bring prosperity in the next life. The ruling generals know this well and understand how Buddhism can be used as a tool to manipulate Burmese. They have put a group of generals in charge of garnering support from the people to rebuild ancient temples and other monuments across the country, including Pagan. Many question the sincerity of the generals’ wishes to restore the temples, saying they seek greater legitimacy; by turning people’s attention to the past the future can be temporarily forgotten.

    "Nowadays, a group of people called ‘pagoda trustees’ are immensely efficient in raising funds and giving a ‘new look’ to ancient monuments of religion without the least regard for restoration," Dr Than Tun said. "In fact they have over-repaired everything." At the same time, some authorities are stealing gold and other historical artifacts from temples to get rich. They have also stolen the stones from the restoration sites to construct roads.

   With such a spotty track record, there are fears that the rest of Pagan could meet a similar fate. By making the splendorous temple complex a UNESCO-designated World Heritage site, Burma will certainly attract more tourists and the junta will gain more legitimacy, if not internationally, then probably at home. The generals will likely trumpet the great architectural and political achievements of Pagan’s ruling kings while exaggerating the historical continuity between the Pagan Dynasty and themselves. The irony will be lost on them, however, that as they endeavor to preserve the past, they simultaneously are destroying the present. And as the military continues to stifle Burma’s intellectual culture and destroy life in the ethnic areas, it is perhaps best for the generals to look to Pagan to get their minds off of Burma’s present economic and social decay.   ( 

THE ENVIRONMENT AS A TOOL OF WAR

With the help from foreign ecotourism promoters, the Burmese military regime is increasingly exploiting the country's natural resources for tourism purposes. The following report on the actual state of Burma's natural and social environment is edited from a longer article by Tha Lay [Burma Issues: Sept. 2002]. 

BURMA had one of the most enviable ecosystems in Southeast-Asia, a rich and diverse mixture that went largely unspoilt while other Asian countries abused and plundered theirs. But since the current military regime came to power in 1988, Burma's natural resources have been destroyed rapidly and the rate of deforestation has more than doubled. In Karenni State alone, over 60 per cent of the forest have been logged. Tenasserim Division, classified as one of 200 globally significant ecosystems, has unwillingly inherited a forest destroyed by a patchwork of foreign-invested pipelines.

   Natural resources have been a productive tool for the military in the oppression of its own people. Huge foreign-invested construction projects reinforce some of the root causes that enable the military to maintain its power. A result of these projects is human rights abuses: forced labour, portering, relocations and killings. The result of these abuses feeds a climate of fear, oppression and an inability to act against the perpetrator.

   The military has cut off and displaced many villages in their attempts to implement these projects, often with the knowledge of the foreign companies that are investing in them. The Yadana gas pipeline, whose construction was completed in 1996, is one of the more prominent cases. Unocal, the US company responsible for this pipeline, is currently embroiled in court proceedings in America over their involvement in human rights violations that occurred during and after the construction of this pipeline. Its importance rests in highlighting that foreign companies can be held accountable for their involvement with authoritarian governments and their abuse of people.

   While the immediate repercussions of such events are most clearly felt by the people whose homes and lives are being destroyed by these projects, the act of warfare itself provides a constant abuse on the wear and tear of the environment. The constant bombardment of artillery and the construction of trenches and military camps has a huge impact on disturbing and destroying an already fragile environment. Wasteful logging and massive construction projects have caused soil erosion, sedimentation of rivers, flooding and dry season water shortages. 

   Burma is essentially an agriculture-based economy. Its natural resources generate a lot of its income, but resources are fast running out. In Karenni State, huge tracts of forest have been cleared; logging is a lucrative and corrupt business. Irreparable damage is being done to Burma's ecosystems and countless wildlife habitats are being destroyed. There has been no thought on maintaining sustainability or creating structures for reforestation. 

   The future for Burma and its environment is quite scary. The future economy could quite realistically be one that cannot be reliant on income generation from natural resources, simply because these resources have been bled dry.

   In conclusion, the environment is never just about the environment; in Burma, it has encompassed everything, human rights abuses, economics, foreign investment, sustainability, oppression, forced reloca-tions - the list is endless. One thing is for certain though: Environmental preservation is about preparing for your future, a Burma that is free of the military regime that enacts abuses upon its people and the right of thoese people to live a life of their choice, within an environment that still exists to be enjoyed.    (
THAILAND

CONTROVERSIAL NIGHT SAFARI PROJECT IN CHIANG MAI NATIONAL PARK 

[The Nation: 27.8.02; Bangkok Post: 8.9.02; 17.9.02; Green Network Chiang Mai: Oct. 2002] - A SCENIC area in Doi Suthep-Pui National Park, about 10km southwest of Chiang Mai city, has been chosen for a night safari project, proposed by Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra. The premier's push for the project to boost tourism in his hometown has drawn mixed reaction from Chiang Mai residents.
   Since the beginning of this year, the project has been expanded into a mega-tourism complex by various people. Plodprasop Suraswadi, then director-general of the Royal Forestry Department (RFD) (he has recently become permanent secretary of the newly established Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment), proposed developing the site into a full recreation park, with a hot spring and spa, an aquarium, restaurants and more. Earlier, Plodprasop had suggested a ski resort in this area at Doi Suthep, with artificial snow and ice based on Japanese technology. But he has not mentioned that plan again when talking to the press lately.
   Last March, Thaksin appointed a committee headed by Plodprasop to study the feasibility of the night safari project, including extensive facilities to promote tourism on a grand scale. After months of studying and planning behind closed doors, the committee came up with a scheme based on Singapore's Night Safari zoo and hired the designing team as consultants for the Chiang Mai project. 

   From the outline of activities, as presented by the Singaporean consultants at an initial meeting in Chiang Mai, local residents learned that foreign visitors will have to pay BT500 and locals Bt50 to enter the safari park. Then, they will be taken on a one-hour tour on elephant backs or trams through 15 to 20 zones of animal habitats. After that, the tourists will be led to shopping centres, completed with bars, restaurants and other attractions in the park. 
   Many local residents and groups have criticized the project, which is a joint venture of the Forestry Department and private enterprises. Local activists have called for a public forum and an Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) on the project.

   The Green Network Chiang Mai, a newly formed alliance of 25 local people's organizations, issued a statement saying, "Why does our country have to imitate Singapore, which rarely has natural forests and has to built a night safari park? Our country has abundant forest resources and does not need to build such a park…. Details of the project, such as the ecological, social and economic impact, must be made public… The government should not cite the plan is aimed at boosting tourism.'' 
   Surin Khammuang, village head of Ban Tongkai, said if the government wants to go ahead with its plan, it has to compensate affected families for damage to their crops within the project site. Almost 100 families have made use of the land in the village for more than four decades. Surin expressed concern over environmental problems if a safari park is built on the site which is on hilly grounds higher than Chiang Mai's residential areas. Locals who rely heavily on underground water for consumption fear their water will be contaminated if the park is built there.

   "Waste water and animal droppings may be released into canals. A number of tourists will flock into the park and roads will be expanded or built. The way of life of residents from more than 400 households who used to stay peacefully will change,'' Surin said.
   More than a decade ago, the For Chiang Mai Club took the lead in protesting against destructive tourism development projects, including a cable car to the Doi Suthep temple and condominiums near natural and historical sites. Now, it has also joined the citizens network that is critical of the night safari project. "We just want to know if it will be another project of greed and profit speculation," said Professor Sirichai Naruemitrekakarn, president of the For Chiang Mai Club. "In the past, most tourism projects have been developed along the same lime of seeking unsustainable profits." 

   As part of the public debate, Chiang Mai residents are raising two major questions. Do they want Chiang Mai to slide deeper into the glare of full-blown tourism hype? And is importing wildlife for the night safari good or bad for conservation? 
   For instance, part of the project is the construction of a building at a cost of Bt39-million to house two pandas that will be loaned from China next year. But the idea of displaying pandas in Thailand is misguided, said Dr Rangsarit Kanchanavanit of the Lanna Bird Conservation Club in Chiang Mai, as pandas have never been part of Thailand's ecological system. Nor does the conservationist believe building a night safari in Chiang Mai like the one in Singapore is a wise idea. "We don't want a Disneyland," said Rangsarit. "To me, it seems unwise to follow the Singapore model of tourism development. Singapore needs a night safari because the island hardly has anything else. But Chiang Mai is already home to natural and cultural treasures. Why do we need an artificial attraction?" 

    Many environmentalists see the project as a part of an ongoing attempt to open Thailand's national parks for the tourism industry. The idea of allowing private investors to build hotels and other tourist facilities in the country's forests was put forward a decade ago by the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT), but was dropped after conservation groups widely and strongly opposed the scheme. 
   The proposed area for the night safari project is one of the best plots of public land currently looked after by the RFD, said Nikom Puttha, deputy secretary-general of the Chiang Mai Bureau of the Wildlife Fund Thailand (WFT).   The project site is on a hill overlooking the suburbs and the remaining "green area" of Chiang Mai, a perfect area for tourist resorts. Nikom noted that handing over such a good plot of public land to private developers at no expense makes their life easy. "Moreover, a part of the project will be in the Doi Suthep-Pui National Park. I don't think it's possible to develop big tourist facilities in the park, because any major alternation of natural conditions in the forest would be against the law." 

   Irrespective of mounting criticisms, Plodprasop has shrugged off calls for a public forum on the park project, claiming there was no need for public participation because the project would not affect people and the environment. Furthermore, he announced the government and the private sector had already allocated Bt1 billion baht  (US$25 million) for the night safari project.   ( 

FOREST CLEARED FOR A TOURIST CAMPSITE

[The Nation: 23.10.02] - UNDER an aggressive tourism-promotion policy, the national park authority recently turned an area in Chiang Mai's Doi Inthanon National Park into a tourist campground. Camping is expected to bring in a huge income for the park, but controversy has been sparked by fears that the site is located in an inappropriate area. 

   Jerh Saeyang, an ethnic Hmong, said he could not believe his eyes when he went to his farm one day. The once green forest had been turned into dusty red ground after a bulldozer levelled the forest located next to his farmland. The forest area he saw is part of an ecologically sensitive watershed area, according to a park official. Apart from Jerh and his neighbours in a 13-family group, no one has been allowed to live in the area for decades. And the only reason they are allowed to stay is because they settled there long before the park was established and their living activities have proven to be in harmony with the surrounding natural environment.

   "[Park officials] said it will be a campsite for tourists," Jerh said with a puzzled look still in his eyes. "Officials told us forest protection is the first priority. Isn't that a big contrast to what they're doing now?" he asked.

   The plan is to establish a camping ground for 80 tents and other service facilities, including toilets and three multi-purpose buildings. 

   The reaction of the Chom Thong Conservation Group (CTCG), a local environmental organization, to the project was the same as that of the Hmong residents: They strongly oppose the construction because the site is classified a protected watershed zone and is located on a high slope covered with large trees. The controversial area is called Doi Pha Tang and part of Doi Inthanon National Park.

   "In principle, our group would like the park to remain in a natural condition as much as possible," said Praphat Ruankhamfoo, the director of CTCG. However, such voices have apparently remained unheard by the park authority. The project had to be done for financial reason - namely, to earn additional income from park tourism -, a park official told the villagers, adding the Bt10-million (US$250,000) project was part of the government's economic stimulus policy.

   The park is practising double standards, villagers concluded. 

   "We lived here before the park existed. One day, officials said we intruded on the park area. Even though we disagree with that accusation, we do agree to compromise by living here under strict conditions," said Kerd Panakamnerd, a village head of the Hmong community of Baan Khun Klang. "All activities are strictly controlled. You even need permission to build a toilet in your own house. [But] look at what the park does! They can do anything they want, no matter if it is sound and reasonable," he said. 

   The severe damage from the campsite construction is one thing, but the CTCG is also seriously worried about the impact of the tourism activities. The arrival of many visitors will inevitably increase water consumption and produce more waste water and garbage in the area. "There is no other water source the park could use for tourists but our agricultural water source. The tension will be extremely high during the drought season when the streams always run dry," warned Jerh. 

   He continued to say, "Today, it's campsites. What's next? How can we be assured it won't be turned into a big resort later?"   (
"GOLDEN INVESTMENT OPPORTUNITIES" ON KOH CHANG 

[Associated Press: 17.9.02; Thailand Opportunities: Aug. 2002] - HIGHLIGHTING the rapid and profound changes tourism development is bringing to the island of Koh Chang (see also recent new frontiers issues), Bangkok-based Associated Press correspondent Denis Gray recently wrote,  "It's almost like a military operation. First come the reconnaissance teams: the backpackers. They're followed by the light infantry: the local tourist operators. Then the last wave storms ashore: the Thai and international resort developers. "Just like that, one tropical island after another in Thai waters has been overrun in the onslaught of the tourism industry. Phuket, Samui, Phi Phi, Samet: All these once idyllic islands have suffered through unbridled, profit-first development."

    The August 2002 issue of a business and investment magazine called Thailand Opportunities reveals as to how profit-hungry business people from outside are lured to take advantage of the government-initiated tourism development on Koh Chang, despite of the constant rhetoric of "sustainable ecotourism" and "public participation". The following are excerpts from an article "Koh Chang: Golden Opportunities Uncovered":

   "Koh Chang is potentially the biggest investment opportunity in Thailand since Phuket. Government announcements of development of tourism destinations are hardly world-shaking news. However, to a potential investor, bells definitely start to ring. 

   "In line with national government's desire to develop Koh Chang archipelago, a Social & Economic Development Committee was established by Prime Minister Thaksin to produce a master plan for development of sustainable ecotourism. The plan was completed in November of 2001 and while it is still being fine-tuned, 37 government sponsored projects with a combined budget of Bt 322,481,000 (US$7,678,110) has been approved to jumpstart the project. These are national funds to be utilized over the next two years and do no include private investment, which by all accounts is already substantially more.

"While the government is developing the extensive infrastructure, areas for private investment are wide open… Imagine yourself sitting on a beach enjoying life while your wind surfing business is paying for it. Isn't it time you got yourself a piece of the good life?"

   "To be sure, the development master plan is extensive, covering everything from roads, water supply, telephones, seaports and a privately financed airport located a strategic 12 kms from Koh Chang Pier [on the mainland in Trat].

   Thus, the article suggests, "the possibilities for those who wish to establish a business or invest in some way in the future of Trat and the Koh Chang archipelago are virtually limitless… While the government is developing the extensive infrastructure, areas for private investment are wide open… Imagine yourself sitting on a beach enjoying  life while your wind surfing business is paying for it. Isn't it time you got yourself a piece of the good life?

   "…the bottom line is that a dramatic influx of visitors will need to be met… While there are no guarantees of success in any venture, a savvy investor should be able to see this opportunity for what we believe it to be, a golden chance to get in on the floor of a tourism development that is bound to be unparalleled at any time in the near future."   (
'BIG THREAT TO TOURISM' SPARKS TOILET CLEAN-UP  

[Bangkok Post: 4.9.02] - TOURISM Authority of Thailand (TAT) deputy-governor Patchapong Aphichatapong recently declared substandard public toilets had become the second-most serious threat to the tourist industry, after the garbage problem. Most substandard toilets were in state-owned public places such as temples and national parks.

   The Health Department will set proper standards for public toilets at tourist spots, transport terminals, restaurants and other essential places. The focus will be on cleanliness, safety, services, maintenance and quantity, director-general Pakdee Pothisir said.

   The department's "clean toilets'' project would kick off in seven provinces - Chiang Mai, Chiang Rai, Phuket, Khon Kaen, Chon Buri, Prachuap Khiri Khan and Bangkok. Mr Pakdee said a standard toilet needed a strong structure, adequate lighting, and the septic tank had to be entirely covered and not leak. All material in the toilet had to be clean, it needed a fresh smell and good air circulation.

   The toilet had to be cleaned at least twice a day, and there had to be enough of them to cope with peak tourist season demand. If necessary, additional mobile toilets should be provided. Local committees will be set up to monitor the toilets, Mr Pakdee said.

   The department would start on 521 tourist spots, 104 parks, 17 bus terminals, 13 railway stations, 2,487 gas stations, 18,618 restaurants and 4,208 temples. The project was organized by the Local Administration Department, Forestry Department and the TAT.   ( 
Campaign

ANIMAL RIGHTS GROUP URGES TOURISM BOYCOTT

[Bangkok Post: 16.10.02; People for Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA)] - THE US-based NGO, People for Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA), has launched a campaign Abusive Thailand: Elephant Cruelty. The group urges holiday-makers to boycott Thailand, saying elephants being trained for tourism purposes are routinely subjected to torture and abuse. It has presented a video showing elephant calves at training camps being beaten while chained in small cages, saying this was a regularly adopted practice to break young elephants' bonds with their mothers. 

   "Thailand’s elephants, both in the wild and in captivity, are victims of the country’s tourist industry," says the PETA statement. "Each baby broken and sold to one of Thailand’s 40-plus elephant camps brings between $2,000 and $4,650 dollars. Under the guise of ecotourism, elephants are forced to perform circus tricks, paint pictures with their trunks, play instruments and give rides to tourists. As a result, cash-strapped villagers and poachers are ready, willing, and able to cash in on the baby elephant bonanza."

   Despite copies of the video having been supplied to the Thai government, as well as its embassies in Washington and Berlin, no action has been taken to stop the practice. "Perhaps international embarrassment and the threat of diminishing tourist dollars will motivate them," said PETA campaigner Jane Garrison.

   Therefore, PETA urges the government of Thailand "to immediately enact laws to prohibit the cruel treatment, confinement, and training of elephants and ban the use of elephants for commercial or entertainment purposes. The purpose of the laws is to protect these sensitive, intelligent, and highly endangered animals from future abuse." 

   "With the numbers of elephants in the world dwindling, Thailand should be a role model for other countries in establishing and promoting elephant protection at home and abroad," says the campaign statement. "Tourists would flock to Thailand to observe herds of elephants from a distance roaming freely in sanctuaries instead of performing circus tricks on command."

 PETA calls on people to write to Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra to demand an end to the cruel practice and let him and the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) know about the tourist boycott until laws are enacted to protect elephants. 

  For more information, see PETA's website: www.peta-online.org. 

VIETNAM

WORLD HERITAGE ROAD PROMOTION

[Bangkok Post: 12.9.02; www.worldheritageroad.com] - THE World Heritage Road is a new tourism initiative trying to unite the central Vietnam provinces of Thua Thien Hue, Danang City and Quang Nam. The project is aimed at closing the gap in development between North and South Vietnam.

   The World Heritage Road stretches from Vinh to Hue to Danang to Hoi An/ My Son to Nha Trang to Dalat, on around 1,500km of Highway Number One along the coast of central Vietnam. It is so-called because the route encompasses no less than three UNESCO- designated World Heritage Sites. These are: the sixteenth century silk route trading port of Hoi An; My Son Valley, the sacred remains of the ancient Cham civilisation; and the ancient imperial city of Hue.

   It is expected that the route will attract two million domestic and one million international travellers a year to the area. Currently the number of international visitors to Danang is increasing by 20 per cent a year and the number of domestic visitors by 15 per cent.

   The Word Heritage Road will become an extension of the so-called "East-West Corridor", which connects Vietnam to Indochina and so will further the development of tourism between Vietnam and its neighbouring countries. 

   “The area is rich in natural history and culture with an inviting environment, and as such has tremendous long-term potential for the development of road tourism throughout the Indochina region,'' said Mr Stoll, general manager of the Furama Resort Danang and the secretary general of the World Heritage Road initiative.

   Travel agents, hotels, restaurants, shops and transport companies are all set to benefit from the joint marketing and promotional activities of the World Heritage Road. The project has the full backing and participation of the Vietnam National Administration of Tourism and is sponsored by a number of large corporations, such as Vietnam Airlines, Siem Reap Airways International, Pacific Airlines, Air France, Lufthansa, Diethelm Travel, ACB Bank, Visa, Daewoo, Toshiba, Daimler Chrysler and Pepsi Co.

   The World Heritage Road will be officially launched to the international travel industry at ITB Berlin next March, but it is already acting as a co-operative platform for the travel industry of Vietnam and networking with the international travel industry to promote central Vietnam.   (
YEN BAI SEEKS US$30 MIO FOR ECOTOURISM SITE
[Financial Times Information-Vietnam News Briefings: 4.10.02] - VIETNAMESE northern mountainous Yen Bai province is seeking US$30 million to upgrade its Thac Ba Lake into the largest ecotourism resort, according to Director of the Provincial Service of Tourism Cu Duc Dua. Yen Bai is seen to have potential in ecotourism because of its many charming landscapes and ethnic minorities with unique customs and cultural traditions. 

   Dua said that the service would consider incentives to draw domestic and outside investors because of unfavorable conditions in the province.   (
