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THE REGION

TERROR FEARS ADD TO TOURISM SLUMP 

[The Nation: 5.11.02; 7.11.02; 29.11.02; Bangkok Post: 5.11.02] - AS tourism and travel businesses were counting losses brought on by the 12 October Bali bombings, Southeast Asian government leaders agreed to further promote tourism in the region and lashed out at travel advisories they said were scaring away tourists and investors. 

   Delegates of the ASEAN summit in Phnom Penh in November said the travel warnings, coming mostly from developed could help achieve the objectives of the terrorists. Many delegates were outraged, saying cautioning holiday-makers about the possibility of terrorist attacks in Southeast Asia undermines the region's economic recovery. They believed the warnings to be groundless. The prospect of a US-Iraq war was adding to the problem, they said.

   Malaysian leader Mahathir Mohammad commented ASEAN recovery in particular was being jeopardized. ASEAN was now also facing the threat of a possible increase in fuel costs in the event of an Iraq war. 

   Thai Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra agreed with Indonesian President Megawati and Brunei's Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah that ASEAN needed to strengthen cooperation and not to advise their citizens against travelling to neighbouring countries. The recent travel warnings by Western countries were simply a fad, Thaksin said. Beginning of November, the Thai Hotel Association reported that large-scale cancellations after the Bali attacks and foreign travel warnings would cost the Thai hotel industry at least US$3 million. 

   In a statement, ASEAN leaders said, “We call on the international community to avoid indiscriminately advising their citizens to refrain from visiting or otherwise dealing with our countries in the absence of established evidence to substantiate rumours of possible terrorist attacks.”  

   However, the ASEAN summit did not put in place any new measures to counter the threat of terrorism. Malaysian Foreign Minister Syed Hamid Albar said ASEAN leaders believed their united stance in telling the world the region was “safe” was adequate provided they increased regional cooperation. A tourism agreement signed in Phnom Penh is intended to boost the industry through a variety of measures, including easier visa requirements, more liberal air services and the promotion of the ASEAN region “as a single destination”. ASEAN comprises Brunei, Burma, Cambodia, Laos, Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam. 
   With travellers still wary after the Bali bombings, the car bomb and missile attacks on Israeli targets in Mombasa, Kenya, dealt another hefty blow to the international tourism industry. But the message from governments and industry in Southeast Asia and elsewhere was defiant  – Don’t Stay Home! 

   Nevertheless, black clouds are gathering over the world’s sunniest tourist idylls, and many have expressed the opinion that there is not any place that is really “safe” anymore. (Related stories in this issue: ‘China and S-E Asia…’, ‘Bleak Outlook..’ as well as in the sections on Burma and Vietnam.)  (
CHINA AND S-E ASIA ‘CAN BE ONE-STOP DESTINATION’

[Xinhua: 19.11.02; 20.11.02; People’s Daily: 20.11.02; The Straits Times: 20.11.02] - AT the Boao Forum for Asia's tourism conference in Guilin, Guangxi in south-west China, Chinese tourism officials reached out with recommendations to sell China and South-east Asia as a one-stop destination. The fast-growing tourist market of China is helped by the fact that the visitors consider it a “safe” place. But Chinese officials played down the country's fast-growing tourist trade as a challenge to Southeast Asia's terror-hit sector by declaring: We can work together.

   By 2020, China is expected to be the world's top tourist spot, and South-east Asia can leverage on that advantage by promoting itself as being at China's doorstep. “If we work together, Asia will be so much more attractive for tourists,” said Mr Sun Gang, vice-chairman of the China National Tourism Association,
    500 participants from more than 30 countries and regions gathered in the scenic city of Guilin, discussed Asian tourism policies and vowed to set up a cooperative platform for enhancing regional cooperation and achieving common economic development and tourism prosperity.

   Asia is the largest continent in the world, where 60 per cent of the world's population live here. It boasts long-established history and culture, breathtaking natural landscape, and diversified ethnic features. Tourism has become an integral part of all economies in the region. 

   Participants believed a more concrete and diversified regional cooperation could be an effective solution to tackle problems amidst global economic slow-down. The 11 September incident, the Bali blast and other terrorist attacks posed lingering negative impact to tourism, over which the participants all showed great concern.

  Vietnamese deputy prime minister Vu Khoan said stability is key to a fast Asian tourism development, which demands joint efforts taken by all the parties, and cooperation based on mutual respect. Several delegates believed that the cooperation could start from information co-sharing and training of professionals. Australian and Chinese tourist experts have already launched training programs for senior tourist executives in the forum.

  As the host country, China has always attached importance to tourism exchanges with other Asian countries and regions. Of the 11.23 million overseas arrivals to China in 2001, 62 per cent of the travellers are from Asian countries and regions. The destinations for Chinese outbound travellers are also mainly in Asia.   (
BLEAK OUTLOOK FOR THE CORPORATE TOURISM INDUSTRY

Iraq issue clouds travel and tourism business prospects at global scale, writes Imtiaz Muqbil. The following is excerpted from a longer report from the London World Travel Market in November [Bangkok Post: 25.11.2002].

The era of large travel companies gobbling up small travel companies appears to be over. Roger Luscombe of Continental Capital Partners told a seminar at the recent World Travel Market 2002 that the mergers and acquisitions among travel companies that dominated the industry for the last two to three years were no longer happening. He noted that past acquisitions had not been entirely positive with many companies facing huge difficulties as business volumes collapsed. Now, he said, the market was doubly cautious because of the uncertainty over Iraq. 

   European companies that have been on a buying binge recently include the German tour operator TUI and the British Internet company lastminute.com. In recent weeks, there have been media reports about another British company, Mytravel, also looking for a buyer.

   There had been many acquisitions and disposals in the last few years. Some of them had been successful and others had been a mess, he said. Some had been forced to write down or write off the value of their investments. Some vendors had found the right partner and had got a good, fair value for their companies. Others had been tied up in warranties and conditionalities and what they thought did not arrive. Instead, there was a lot of consolidation and restructuring, re-branding and refocusing. Chief executives were sticking to their knitting, he said.

   The recent spate of corporate scandals, too, has had an impact. The result of this, he said, was that advisers and lawyers and individuals involved in due diligence were much more cautious and deals were taking longer.

   While valuations were down - about 30 per cent since 11 September last year [2001] - companies with winning characteristics and unique concepts would have timeless appeal and still commanded premium prices, said Mr Luscombe. He said those preparing to sell their companies should note, among other things, that they would have to be very precise about what the company was worth and the true level of profitability. Efforts to fiddle financial figures would backfire. In the current atmosphere of corporate accountability, management had to do things very transparently and legitimately.   (
CAMPAIGN

ENVIRONMENTALISTS FIGHT MEKONG BLASTING

[Bangkok Post: 13.11.02; 22.11.02; 1.12.02; The Nation: 2.11.02; 28.11.02] – LOCAL people and environmentalists are rigorously fighting a plan to resume reef clearance in the Mekong river with the message that the river is second only to the Amazon in the richness of its biodiversity. 

   Recently, representatives of the Network of Villagers Organization in the Upper Mekong, the Chiang Khong Conservation Group, the Assembly of the Poor and the Student Federation of Thailand held a rare protest in front of the Chinese Embassy in Bangkok to oppose the Beijing-sponsored plan to remove rapids and shoals on the river for commercial navigation. The group demanded that China scraps the plan, saying the blasting would damage the river’s ecosystem. Their open letter to the Chinese emabassy also said they were ready to “fight to death” to protect their communities.

   The protest against blasting the Mekong has expanded considerably since November with the Worldwide Fund for Nature (WWF), an international NGO with more than five million members, also joining the campaign. Robert Mather, the country representative, said WWF Thailand opposed the project because the Mekong's ecology was priceless. “Governments involved should postpone the scheme and ponder the decision. These reefs cannot be taken back, but the scheme can wait at least until its EIA [environmental impact assessment] is reviewed,'' he said.

   During the colonial period a French plan to sail trading ships from Vietnam to Luang Prabang in northern Laos failed because of the Khone Falls in the Siphandone wetlands of southern Laos, also known as the "area of 4,000 islands." Attempts to run large ships along the entire length of the Mekong river were doomed because the riverbed is dotted with rocks, reefs, rapids, shoals and sandbars.

   In June 2002, the Chinese newspaper People's Daily ran a story saying that Chinese authorities plan to dredge the Lancang-Mekong, starting in the spring of 2003, at a cost of US$18 million. A 158-km section of the river will be dredged, from the minor tributary Ganlanba in Yunnan to the Sino-Burma border.

   China, Thailand, Laos and Burma seem to be united in their decision to tame the mighty river. The four countries plan to blast the river's rocks and rapids to create a channel deep enough for 500- tonne cargo ships. At least 70 rapids and shoals, and an 886-kilometre stretch of the Mekong, will be subjected to explosives. However, insiders say the whole river-blasting project has become a Chinese show, with neighbouring countries and organizations just trying not to rock the boat.

   In early October, China and five other Asian nations - Thailand, Laos, Burma, Cambodia and Vietnam - as members of the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) endorsed plans worth about US$4.5 billion for highways, power grids and telecommunications along the Mekong River, including an agreement to connect Chinese, Burmese, and Laotian hydropower dams to power grids in Vietnam and Thailand, who will purchase power.

  Despite mounting criticism, officials of the five Southeast Asian countries are downplaying any objections to the Chinese-led project. The Association of Southeast Asia Nations (ASEAN) tries to avoid, as much as possible, any direct confrontation with China. None of the signatory countries brought up the question of why Beijing refuses to be part of the regional commission set up to manage development projects along the Mekong, despite its logical position of control: the Mekong originates inside China, at the 5224- metre high Za A Qu (Zayaqu) tributary flowing from the north. Below Ga Na Song Duo, the river is called Za Qu. It becomes the Lancang near Qamdo, and the Mekong after it leaves China.

   Meanwhile, being the richest nation in the Mekong River Commission (MRC), Thailand dominates decisions in the MRC. Thailand has temporarily halted all plans for rock blasting on its section of the Mekong River in order to settle a water boundary dispute with Laos first.

   The Chinese-sponsored EIA claims the project will not cause flooding, will have little effect on fish, the removal of rapids and shoals will not cause soil erosion and shores and boundary lines will remain the same. However, Yu Xiaogang of the environmental organization Green Watershed in Yunnan says that the EIA of the project has been "quite accurately criticized for not assessing the project's potential impact on the river's fisheries and the food supply, and the economies of hundreds of fishing communities lying along this stretch of the Mekong."

   A report from the International Rivers Network’s (IRN) website - www.irn.org - states that the Asian Development Bank (ADB) and the GMS led China, Laos, Burma, and Thailand to sign a navigational agreement with China in 2000 "without a genuine assessment of the project's social and environmental impacts." Both ADB and GMS have been criticized for past and present programmes that affect over 65 million people. "Despite all the claims, the GMS programmes have brought little benefit to local people, but massive advantages to consultants, corporations and local elites," said the report.

   And now the Navigation Channel Improvement Project is adding to the already considerable discontent over how Mekong developments have been administered. Chiang Rai residents and NGOs in Thailand insist there has been no public involvement in either the decision-making or in the EIA for the project. "We heard nothing of this project until April this year," says Somkiat Khuenchiangsa, head of the Chiang Rai-based Chiang Khong Conservation Group. "How come the government _ and not us _ made the decision? Why did it do so without our knowledge?"

   Asia Times-Online reported on the blasting of Mekong channel that, “Marine scientific evidence suggests that the clearing away of rocks and sandbars leads to increased river flow and with it dramatic erosion." Despite all objections, China is continuing with the project. "Development of resources helps and harms the people," said director Zhang Zhiyong of the Bureau of Fisheries Management in Yunnan. "The (Chinese) government wants to develop navigation and tourism for its benefits and will limit the destruction of the environment," he said in a regional gathering of Mekong fishermen in Phnom Penh in late April [2002].

   Project opponents say that removing the rapids will cause stronger water currents, making fishing difficult for small fishing boats, increase flooding downstream and create big waves. 

   Paew Pothisan, captain of the Vat Phou, the only 300-tonne barge in southern Laos, said that rapids are not a problem. "They serve as ‘stairs’ and they store water upstream." He said blasting the rocks in the Mekong for the purpose of tourism and trading is not acceptable. "We can do business, but if the business means destroying the environment, that is not an option."

   Ian Baird, a Canadian fish conservationist based in Pakse, Laos, said rapid blasting will greatly harm fish populations and habitats. He explained that deep-water pools and rapids are the way a river should be. "If you remove the rapids, the deep water pools are flooded,” he said. “When you flood the deep areas, the fish are carried away, and you destroy their homes." 

   Chiang Khong resident Niwat stressed the human side of the picture, asking: "Who will lose most - or gain most - from the project? What do we, the local residents, gain? What do we lose? How do we live after the rapids are gone, and the big ships come to run in the river?” He said: These are the questions we asked the Harbour Department during the October meeting in Chiang Rai, but the officials did not give us any answers.”

   Baird commented that the new navigation channel will only help big business, not the locals. "The locals have small boats, they don't need big boats to sail the river. So, if you want to help the rich and hurt the locals, that's a very good project."   (
BURMA

SECRETARY-1 CALLS FOR GREATER EFFORTS IN TOURISM 

[Myanmar Times: 4-10.02; 18-24.11.02] - GREATER efforts are needed to develop the tourism industry, Secretary-1 of the State Peace and Development Council (SPDC), General Khin Nyunt, recently said. Addressing a meeting of the Union of Myanmar Travel Association and the newly-formed Myanmar Hoteliers’ Association (MHA), Khin Nyunt said the situation in the tourism industry was not satisfactory compared to other countries. He urged the two groups to work together for the benefit of the industry, which has seen a sharp expansion in the number of hotels throughout the country since 1988. 

   The Deputy Minister for Hotels and Tourism, Brigadier-General Aye Myint Kyu, said it was a requirement of the MHA that members be more concerned about the nation’s interests than personal interests and were effective communicators. 

   Hotel and travel industry representatives said the bomb attack on the Indonesian resort island of Bali on 12 October had no noticeable effect on the tourist arrivals. The director general at the Ministry of Hotels and Tourism, U Khin Maung Latt, maintained tourists had no need to be worried about visiting Burma because it was one of the “safest” destinations in the world.

   Meanwhile, newly-elected heads of Burma’s main tourism promotion organization have unveiled plans for a  broadly based campaign aimed at attracting more foreign visitors. According to officials, the campaign by the marketing committee of the Myanmar Tourism Promotion Board will highlight the Burma’s rich diversity of cultural and religious attractions, its relatively unspoiled wilderness areas and the country’s reputation as a “safe” destination. The committee, a largely private consortium of tourist industry players, will pool its resources in a bid to attract more tourists from Europe and the largely-untapped North American market and the two main regional travel hubs, Thailand and Singapore. Airlines, the media, travel trade fairs, tourism boards and tour agencies – as well as potential visitors – would be the targets of the campaign. (See also ‘Analysis’ below)

   The committee’s chairman, Major Selvakumar of Air Mandalay, and its vice-chairman, Mr Brett Melzer, said the campaign would also focus on explaining how tourism benefits ordinary Burmese. Mr Melzer said he doubted that most potential visitors understood that tourists were openly welcomed or that "almost 80 per cent to 90 per cent of (tourism profits) go directly to ordinary Myanmar (Burmese) people, companies and businesses." He added, "Tourism is not a political issue, it’s a development issue." Mr Melzer said.   (
ASIAN INVESTMENT SET TO BOOM 

[Bangkok Post: 17.11.03] - THE presence of the Indian Prime Minister Atal Behari Vajpayee at the November meeting in Phnom Penh of the ASEAN) was very significant, especially for Burma and Thailand. Burma figures to be a direct beneficiary of the expected build-up in trade, tourism and other business between the two countries it lies between.  
   While not a member of ASEAN, India became a full dialogue partner in 1995, meaning that it can hold talks at the ministerial level. On the way home from Phnom Penh, Prime Minister Vajpayee stopped off in Bangkok to hold talks with Thai Prime Minister Thaksin. The two PMs pledged to expand economic ties and have laid preliminary plans for a bilateral free trade area. They discussed increasing airline flights between the two countries and PM Thaksin proposed that Chiang Mai be the center of an air-hub for the region. This in itself would greatly increase tourism into nearby Burma, with the likely involvement of Thai travel agencies and possibly hotel developers. But the biggest effects are likely to be from a planned road connecting India, Burma and Thailand. The 1,400-km road is projected to run from the town of Moreh in India to Mae Sot, Thailand. PM Thaksin has already pledged that Thailand would provide loans for the construction of the road through Burma. 
   ASEAN members have for the most part held to the tradition of non-interference in the internal affairs of other ASEAN member states, and have had few negative words to say about Burma's military dictatorship. Meanwhile, much of the world is growing increasingly impatient with the delay in democratic reforms promised by the military junta in Rangoon. United Nations envoy to Burma Razali Ismail said he would consider quitting his post in protest if there was no move toward reconciliation with Suu Kyi made by the junta. Despite government denials, there are reports that forced labour is still being used in building roads and other construction projects, and that worse human rights violations routinely take place, particularly against ethnic minorities.   (
ANALYSIS

SECOND TIME’S A CHARM

After Burma’s first tourism campaign in 1996 proved a dismal failure, the military regime has re-embarked on their drive to convince foreign travellers to come to the “Golden Land”, writes Kyaw Zwa Moe. (Edited from a longer article published in The Irrawaddy, November 2002]

With the global tourism industry in decline since the 11 September attacks in 2001 and the bombing that killed around 200 tourists in Bali last October, leaders in Southeast Asia have been scratching their heads searching for ways to reassure travellers and protect this vital source of revenue. 

   At the same time, the junta in Rangoon is claiming that Burma is “one of the safest places” in the world for travellers. Because of low levels of foreign engagement, Burma is considered a relatively safe destination for foreign tourists. On the other hand, intelligence experts see Thailand, Indonesia, the Philippines and Malaysia as places of high risk.

   Burma has a very different public relations challenge than their high-profile neighbours. Having never really been on the map for tourists, the regime in Burma has re-embarked on their drive to convince foreign travellers to come to the “Golden Land”.  It is clear the regime is really trying to revive the tourism business again,” says a tour agency manager in Rangoon. “But for our country, the problem is not terrorist attacks. We have our own problems because of the political conditions here.” 

   The recent moves by the government are reminiscent of the preparations leading up to ‘Visit Myanmar Year’ in 1996, an ambitious campaign to sell Burma to a new wave of international tourists. But the campaign flopped because dissident groups in exile and international human rights groups called for a complete boycott. They insisted tourism-related projects were constructed using forced labour, widespread confiscation of property, compulsory relocations and extensive individual human rights abuses.

   In the same year, opposition leader Aung San Suu Kyi explained: “Burma will be here for many years, so visit us later. Visiting now is tantamount to condoning the regime. If tourists really want to find out what’s happening in Burma – it’s better if they stay at home and read some of the human rights reports.”

   By any assessment, the boycott was more successful than the junta’s campaign. Eager hoteliers found that despite the hype, they didn’t even need to turn on the lights in their empty rooms during ‘Visit Myanmar Year’. Other big hotels and other major tourism projects were canceled altogether.

   Before 1996, many young people invested time and money in learning foreign languages, hoping to be able to greet and guide foreign tourists in Burma. “I spent a lot of money studying English at a private school and did tour guide training for six months before 1996,” says Kyaw Lwin, a former university student who now runs a fast food stall. “Before the end of the year, I started selling betel nut as a street vendor – but not to tourists!” he joked.

   The regime’s renewed bid for the tourist dollar comes at a time when the international spotlight is beginning to shift away from Burma. The move has proven a success as tourist arrivals to Burma are on the rise. Austria’s Lauda Air announced plans for a direct Vienna to Rangoon route, and now their weekly flights carry an estimated 100 tourists on holiday packages to Burma. Regular flights ply the skies between Rangoon and a dozen Asian cities.

   Official reports claim that about 200,000 tourists come to Burma each year, a remarkable increase from 8,000 tourist arrivals recorded 10 years ago. Now, the ruling generals have ambitions to put their tourism industry on par with the rest of the region, and the goal is to attract one million tourists, bringing US$100 million into the country every year.

   But with human rights campaigners gearing up to lobby for another continued boycott, analysts predict the junta’s efforts will not be well received. Yvette Mahon, director of the London-based Burma Campaign UK, recently said: “Tourism is watering the poisonous plant in Burma and has helped fuel the use of forced labour and other abuses by the authorities. Under the dictatorship, Burma’s people are paying too high a price for somebody else’s holidays.”

   “It’s impossible for tourism to be a boom industry in our country,” says a political analyst in Rangoon, adding that neither human rights campaigners nor growing concerns of terrorism are responsible for the sorry state of tourism in Burma. “The main obstacle for the tourism industry – as well as other industries – is the government.” (
ACCOR GROUP WITHDRAWS FROM BURMA 

[ICFTU-Online: 31.10.02; AFX-News: 28.10.02] - ON 30 October, the multinational hotel and leisure chain, Accor, announced that it would be withdrawing all operations from Burma, closing the doors of two hotels in Rangoon and Mandalay for the last time. Their decision is strongly welcomed by the International Confederation of Free Trade Unions [ICFTU].

   Under increasing pressure from international trade union campaigning to halt investment in Burma, Accor is the latest on a growing list of multinational investors to pull out of the country.

   With the Burmese military junta approving each foreign direct investment through its foreign investment body and a number of companies in joint ventures with junta-controlled front companies, the ICFTU maintains that the very fact of doing business with Burma provides support to this brutal dictatorship: a dictatorship that is directly responsible for the extensive and increasing use of forced labour and a wide range of other grave human rights abuses, as well as being heavily implicated in money-laundering and the production of opium and other illicit drugs.

    The ICFTU recently published a new blacklist of 325 multinational corporations that are "contributing and supporting the brutal and repressive dictatorship" in Burma. Some 92 companies were newly added to the list, which detailed companies' "principal investments and others forms of economic relations" in Burma. New entrants included French company Pinault-Printemps-Redoute, conglomerate British American Tobacco, South Korea's Hyundai and Austrian Airlines.

"There is proof of links between foreign companies and the military junta ... and the use of forced labour," the ICFTU said, adding that forced labour was actually increasing under Burma's military junta, encouraged by investments from multinational corporations. The report cited new testimony on the use of forced labour, continuing into this year, to build roads and other infrastructure projects.   (
THAILAND

KOH CHANG TOURISM DEVELOPMENT PLAN SLAMMED

[Bangkok Post: 28.11.02; The Nation: 28.11.02; 17.12.02; BBC-World Service: 21.11.02] – KOH CHANG’S US$12.5-million tourism development plan under the government's economic stimulus scheme threatens the island's rich biological diversity and genetic resources, scientists have warned. Ms Chaweewan Hutachareon, head of the Forestry Department's forest research division, urged that the plan, which was released in November, be put on hold. It was still unclear how severe an impact it would have on the area's fauna and flora, which was dense in the Koh Chang archipelago off Trat. Most of the projects under the tourism master plan were likely to cause great damage to the island's ecosystem. 

   The plan was jointly drafted by state agencies including the Tourism Authority of Thailand, Town and Country Planning Department, Forestry Department, and the Trat provincial authority. It is in line with Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra's initiative to turn Koh Chang into “a second Phuket'', a world-class tourist destination (see recent issues of new frontiers).

   The government last year approved 37 projects; 19 of them were road construction projects worth about US$7.5 million. There were also three wastewater treatment and garbage disposal projects, and three projects to develop tourism facilities. 

   Chaweewan said a study by Danish scientist Johannes Schmidt in 1899 found the island was home to 1,513 species, including fern, moss, algae, lichen, fungi flower plants, and various insects. Of these, 194 were new species. These plant and animal species still lived in abundance in the Koh Chang archipelago consisting of 53 islands, she said. If the government continued to unwisely develop the area for tourism, these rare species would vanish. 

   “What worries the scientists is that the Koh Chang tourism development committee has not taken into account opinions and information from biologists and environmental experts,'' Chaweewan said. Ecosensitive and fragile areas should be declared off-limits to tourists. 

   The likelihood of ecological destruction is “significant”, commented Dr. Wisut Baimai of the Biodiversity Research and Training Programme (BRT) during a special press briefing to warn the government. “It is very dangerous to kick off the projects without a survey of both plants and animals on the island. Otherwise, we will lose many species – possibly endangered ones – even before their discovery,” the biologist said. “Going through the recent plan, we don’t think it is an ecotourism plan,” said Dr. Wisut, adding that without proper resource survey done in advance, Koh Chang would just become another Phuket or Pattaya.

   Plodprasop Suraswadee, the Natural Resources and Environment Ministry's permanent secretary who chairs the tourism development committee of Koh Chang, said he would not introduce any changes to the plan. The island's biological resources were well protected because under the plan the archipelago would be declared a “biosphere reserved area'', he said. 

   A royal decree setting up a special public organization for Koh Chang would be enforced by the end of the year [2002]. It would also be declared a special administrative zone. Mr Plodprasop will be the first head of the special administrative body.

   Meanwhile, the governor of Trat province, Somboon Ngamlak, confirmed that the Sun City corporation, a big casino and resort operator based in South Africa, has shown interest in investing in Koh Chang and surrounding islands. In addition, he said, “two or three” American investors are exploring the possibility of developing White Sand Island off Koh Chang’s southern coast, which is owned by the Thai Charoen Pokphand (CP) corporation. 

   In a recent interview with BBC-World Service, Plodprasop reiterated that the government wants fewer low-budget tourists, and more big-spenders visitors to Koh Chang. “Of course, we want money when we deal with tourism,” he said. “And we know very well that these backpackers spend very little… So people start talking about high end. If you want to compare these two groups, actual damage [caused] by millionaires is much less than those who earn less.”   (
PLODPRASOP VOWS TO PUSH AHEAD WITH CHIANG MAI ZOO PROJECT

[The Nation: 6.12.02] – CHIANG MAI looks like it is going to be the habitat for 55 species of wildlife from Africa and Asia when the “Safari Night” project is completed by the end of 2004 (see also new frontiers 8[5]). Although it is facing strong opposition from Chiang Mai residents and environmental groups, Plodprasop Suraswadee, chairman of the national committee overseeing the zoo project, insisted that the project would go ahead as planned.

   Responding to mounting protests, Plodprasop, who is also permanent secretary of the Natural Resources and Environment Ministry, said he is willing to conduct an environmental impact assessment (EIA) of the project as opponents requested. “If you want me to do this, I will,” he said. “I don’t think it’s a great deal since I’m the one who also overseas the EIA approval process. The project must be completed on time.”

   With the strong backing of Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra, the government initiated the safari project to promote tourism in Thailand and has hired a Singaporean consultancy to draw up a master plan, based on the Singapore Night Safari park. The Chiang Mai project will cover an area of Doi Suthep-Pui National Park with wildlife being brought in from other countries. Visitors will be able to view exotic animals either by tram or while riding on elephants in three different zones: a Swan Lake, a Predator Prowl and a Savanna Safari area. In addition, there will be full  facilities for tourists, such as restaurants, car parks, and souvenir shops.

    Siri Akaara, the project’s liaison officer, said it would take three months to develop the master plan and another five months to develop the detailed design plan. Plodprasop announced the EIA will be conducted after the detailed plan is completed. 

   Many local residents and people’s organizations have criticized the safari park project and have called for a public forum to discuss the controversial plan. There is particular concern over environmental problems if the park is built on the site, which is on hilly grounds higher than Chiang Mai's residential areas. For instance, locals who rely heavily on underground water for consumption fear their water will be contaminated if the construction of the park goes ahead.   (
PHI PHI ISLANDS NEED URGENT RESCUING

[Bangkok Post: 18.11.02; The Nation: 18.11.02] – IN November, Natural Resources and Environment Minister Praphat Panyachartrak undertook an inspection tour to Phi Phi Islands, including Maya Bay, where the controversial Hollywood movie “The Beach” was shot a few years ago.  He found that Krabi’s province’s tourism cash cow was utterly over-exploited and polluted.

   Praphat said the deterioration of the environment of the islands, part of Krabi's Noparat Thara National Park, made a new master plan essential in order to curb uncontrolled tourism development. “The problem of most concern is that the natural resources which have attracted large numbers of people to these islands each year are degrading, yet continue to be exploited by uncaring business operators,'' Praphat said. To save the islands from further degradation, not only would the government need to enforce tough laws, but also local people had to stop caring only about maximizing profits, he said. 

   Phi Phi and five surrounding islands were declared part of the national park in 1983. The problem of over-exploitation for tourism resulted in them being declared a pollution control zone in 1993. The government invested many millions of baht four years ago to build a water treatment plant and a garbage incinerator, but both are still being unused.   (
‘DON’T IGNORE THE LOCALS’, WARNS TOURISM EXPERT

[Bangkok Post: 17.11.02] - CITY administrations must not lose sight of local residents in the race against other regional cities for Bangkok to be the top spot cashing in on tourism and investment, the United Nations Habitat Programme recently cautioned. Dinesh Mehta, global coordinator of the agency's Urban Management Programme, warned that the intense competition among Southeast Asian cities to lure foreign tourists and investors could be a setback for local residents.

   “Having to compete to stand out in the global market, local governments could become distant from the local context'', he told a recent workshop on good urban governance, organized by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). He urged city administrations to enact laws to accommodate the well-being of city residents, who were key to bringing about growth and income to the country.

   Walter Jamieson, a Bangkok-based expert on tourism management, said to balance community needs and tourism, public participation was essential. “The community should have the right to say no to tourism, too,'' he said.   (
VIETNAM

FEARFUL TRAVELLERS DIVERT TO ‘SAFE’ VIETNAM

[Reuters: 29.11.02] – A MULTINATIONAL company had been planning a meeting in Bali drawing participants from around the world. Then came the bombing in the Indonesian resort in October, killing more than 180 people, many of them tourists. The company decided to shift its plans to Bangkok. That became a problem after several Western countries issued travel warnings on possible similar Muslim militant attacks in Thailand and several other Southeast Asian nations. Finally, the organizers looked to Vietnam.

   They are not alone in their choice. Ho Chi Minh City, is cashing in on the perception that Vietnam is one of the “safest” travel venues in a region jittery about further terror attacks. The suicide bombing of an Israeli-owned hotel in Kenya and attempted downing of an Israeli chartered flight on Thursday has further deepened travel angst.

   "Vietnam appears to be the safest place in Southeast Asia," said Bertrand Courtois, executive assistant manager in charge of rooms at Sofitel Plaza Saigon in the southern commercial hub. "The Japan leisure market is coming back very strongly," he told Reuters in an interview. European tourists who had already paid for tours in Asia to countries such as Indonesia were rebooking to Vietnam rather than cancelling their trips, Courtois said.

   Stephen O'Grady, general manager of the Caravelle Hotel in Ho Chi Minh City, said he had to turn customers away on at least seven days this month. "We look to finish the month at 86 per cent (occupancy)," he said. That compares with 65 per cent in November last year.

   The business crowd has been particularly robust, in part due to a huge expansion in trade following last December's trade pact with the United States, industry experts say. O'Grady said that in addition to Vietnam's reputation as a safer country, "it's a new leisure destination in people's eyes". 

   The travel industry was also reaping the benefits of promotions by state-run Saigon Tourist and private groups such as hotels and airlines, he noted. Hotel operators say their bookings into March look healthy, with O'Grady forecasting the Caravelle to reach up to 90 per cent occupancy in March 2003 from 81 percent a year ago.

   Overall for Vietnam - seen to be secure in large part due to the tight controls the government exerts - tourism is now looking rosy. The country of 80 million expects to receive up to 2.6 million foreign visitors by the end of this year, up from 2.3 million in 2001. Of those, Ho Chi Minh City, home to seven million people, should see a rise of 16 per cent in international tourists from a year ago, Nguyen Thi Lap Quoc, director of the city's tourism department told Reuters.

   "Vietnam has been voted as a destination of safety for visitors and this is particularly impressive after September 11 and the Bali bombing," she said. "We're keeping the safety image in mind at the moment but we haven't adopted it as a slogan," she added.   (

ECOTOURISM KICKS OFF 
[Vietnam News Agency: 2.12.02] – VIETNAM’S national parks are becoming popular ecotourism destinations. For instance, about 100,000 people visited the Cuc Phuong National Park in 2002, Director Dao Van Khuong said. Cuc Phuong, established as the country’s first park, is located 120 km southwest of Hanoi in Northern Ninh Binh and Hoa Binh provinces and central Thanh Hoa province.
   The 22,200 ha park attracts a large number of domestic and foreign tourists and scientists due to its pristine forests with diverse ecosystems. The area has 2,000 vascular plant species of 887 genera and 221 families, including three endemic species – pistacia cucphuongensis, melastoma trungii and heritiera cucphuongensis.
   Due to its limestone terrain, the park counts multitudes of caves. The Con Moong and Nguoi Xua caves still show traces of ancient civilizations who are thought to date back 7,000 years. In the forest, fossils of sea turtle species dating back 200-300 million years were found for the first time in Southeast Asia.
   Cuc Phuong National Park boasts a 172 ha flora garden which is home to 400 natural plant species and around 200 rare plant species planted by scientists. There are also about 100 species of orchid, 70-m 1,000-year-old parashoreas and many pinus, phagnum, brake and lichen species. 

   In addition to the diversified flora, Cuc Phuong is also home to 88 animal species,  including 38 bat species, 308 bird species, 67 reptile species, and 65 fish species. Among them, 37 flora and 36 fauna species are listed in Vietnam's Red Book. The park also has 1,800 insect species, including 280 butterfly species. Of the birds, there are two globally threatened species – the chestnut-necklaced partidge and red-collared woodpecker - and 12
globally near-threatened species. Fifteen species of langur that are listed in the World’s renowned Red List of Threatened Species are found at the Cuc Phuong endangered primate rescue centre. Three endemic primates, the Delacour's langur, douc langur and Hatinh langur are found here. A turtle conservation centre is located in the park with 550,000 turtles of 17 species. Two of the 17 species are threatened globally.
   Cuc Phuong is also home to the Muong ethnic minority. The Khanh village where the minority lives have become popular with visitors. The people here live mainly on bee and deer raising, cultivation and textile weaving.
   Ecotourism sites are also expected to boom in Hanoi's suburbs soon. The Vietnamese capital is working on a biological garden project in Minh Khai village, Tu Liem district, at a cost of US$1.6 million. The project is designed to house 624 species of plant, mostly timber trees. Of the 50 species of orchids, there will be two rare species.
    This will be the largest biological collection to date in Vietnam. Close to the biological garden will be an ecotourist site in Phu Dien village. The project construction is expected to start in 2003. Each resident family will be allocated a land lot of between 200 sq.m and 350 sq.m, and 30 per cent of the total area will be reserved for orchards, flower and vegetable gardens.
   According to the plan, traditional residential quarters, communal houses, and pagodas will be restored while the entire village will be lined with trees. Phu Dien village lies on the west bank of Nhue River adjacent to the two major industrial zones of Nam Thang Long and Cau Dien. It is well-known for a number of cultural and historic relics sites despite a fast pace of urbanization there.   (
