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THE REGION

ASIAN TOURISM TAKES DOUBLE HIT FROM SARS, WAR

[Pacific Asia Travel Association: March 2003; Reuters: 24.3.03; BBC: 14.4.03; Bangkok Post: 13.4.03; 22.4.03; The Nation:16.4.03; 17.4.03; 18.4.03; 19.4.03; 21.4.03) – ASIA’S tourism industry is reeling from the double blow of war in Iraq and a new killer virus. Hong Kong has been at the epicentre of an outbreak of severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS), a highly contagious respiratory disease. The virus has spread to Vietnam, Singapore, Canada and Germany after first showing up in southern China late last year, triggering a rare global health alert from the World Health Organization. Suspected cases have also been reported in the United States, Britain and Australia as travellers returned from trips in parts of Asia.
   John Koldowski, managing director of the Pacific- Asia Travel Association, said about 20 to 60 per cent of bookings to Asian destinations were cancelled in March. "We're seeing a very, very nervous world, where people are waiting, waiting, waiting before they say yes to a booking, so undoubtedly, we are taking a hit," he said at PATA's headquarters in Bangkok.
   Because of the SARS crisis China has recently banned package tours to Singapore, Malaysia and Thailand.   Vietnam reported more than 50 per cent cancellations from all tourism segments in March. Even in Burma, travel agents and hotels said bookings had fallen by between 10 to 25 per cent. 

     On 21 April, analysts in Thailand estimated the damage to the tourism industry as a result of the war and SARS outbreak at US$1 billion, and many of the 3,000-plus member companies in the country’s tourism business associations feared collapse of their enterprise. Outbound travel agencies here saw 95 per cent of their bookings cancelled, inbound tourist numbers were down 50 per cent and domestic travel was off 40-50 per cent since public alarm began to ring over the SARS virus.

   In Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, many hotel workers are now facing lay-offs as room occupancy rates have recently plunged from 65 to about 33 per cent. According to a tourism official, Malaysia could lose about US$55 million  every month if the SARS crisis is not resolved.

   In Singapore, the government unveiled on 17 April a US$130 million aid package for the tourist industry. In announcing the package, the government said visitor arrivals to Singapore had dropped 61 per cent in the first 13 days of April.

   Luxury-cruise-line Star Cruises, which usually sails weekly between several Southeast Asian countries and Hong Kong, cancelled all cruises to and from SARS-affected countries and put its 400 crew members on leave after two staff were believed to be affected by SARS. 

   The Association of Asia-Pacific Airlines – a grouping of 17 Asian airlines – said in a statement of 15 April that SARS had created “the worst-ever situation” faced by airlines in the region. Some member airlines had reduced their flights by more than 50 per cent and some had passenger loads that are one-third what they had been in March. 
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   Tourism officials say the war on Iraq and the SARS outbreak hit Asia while it is still grappling with the fallout of the September 11 attacks and last year's deadly bomb blasts in the Indonesian resort island of Bali.

   Despite travel warnings against Indonesia, the war and the spread of SARS, PATA decided to go ahead with its annual conference in Bali from 14 to 16 April.  Some 900 participants from 42 countries showed up on the resort island, still struggling from the impacts of the 12 October bombing last year. 

   The conference focused on how to deal with unpredictable events that have caused unprecedented tourism slumps in the region. Terrorist attacks, diseases, natural disasters and other calamities know no boundaries, and therefore governments should not rush to issue travel advisories against visiting countries hit by terrorist attacks and diseases such as SARS, said PATA chairman Richard Gordon.

   PATA has also produced a 16-page crisis management booklet entitled, Crisis: It Won't Happen to Us! The booklet is an introductory primer to crisis management and addresses issues such as the essence of crisis management, crisis reduction, readiness, response and recovery, and the role of leadership in a crisis, among other subjects.   (
WTO-OMT: WAR IN IRAQ WILL NOT CAUSE TOURISM COLLAPSE  

[WTO-OMT: 21.3.2003] - INTERNATIONAL tourism is resilient enough to recuperate relatively quickly if the war in Iraq is not drawn out, said World Tourism Organization (WTO-OMT) Secretary-General Mr Francesco Frangialli. "If the conflict remains short and contained, it is not out of the question for recovery to come during the second half of the year," he said in a letter sent to the WTO-OMT Members.
The uncertainty caused by the build up to the war has already had a negative impact by fuelling fear, discouraging bookings and delaying investment plans. "We would have preferred something other than the worst possible solution - war. But there are two powerful reasons to remain reasonably hopeful for the recovery of tourism." As an industry which ensures stability and promotes recovery, tourism has never suffered a deep and lasting recession, said Frangialli, adding, "Tourism has always bounced back and has always done so quickly."

TOURISM DESTROYS ‘MEKONG JEWELS’

The following story is edited from an article by Nguyen Bui Cam Ly, who recently particpated in an IPS-Rockefeller media fellowship programme entitled ‘Our Mekong: A Vision amid Globalization’.  
[International Press Service [IPS]: 9.4.2003]

Luang Prabang - By 5:30 a.m., the Buddhist monks in saffron robes were already walking down Sisavangvong main street, which leads to the ancient quarter of this country’s ancient capital, a World Heritage site.  In the dawn twilight, they looked like a strip of orange silk. Some white-haired, old men of the town, kneeling down and bowing to show respect, distributed glutinous rice to the monks as they went through their morning ritual of collecting alms from the community.
   But this harmonious moment was broken after a young girl came to invite tourists to buy some glutinous rice wrapped in a banana leaf and to offer these to the monks - commercializing a Buddhist ritual. Meantime, three groups of western and Japanese tourists were feverishly taking pictures. “Hey, maybe they [monks] walk like that because they know people are looking at them”. one western lady remarks. “Oh no, they walk like that everyday. But I wonder why they offer them glutinous rice only?”, her friend replies.
   Luang Prabang, capital of an ancient kingdom that more than 600 years ago covered today’s Laos, southern China and northeastern Thailand, is one of several stops along a heritage route for tourists in the Mekong region that includes Cambodia’s Angkor Wat and Vietnam’s Hue. Officials say the number of tourists has been rising by a few dozen per cent each year since 1995, after UNESCO put Luang Prabang in its World Heritage list and efforts went underway to preserve its 33 temples and more than 700 traditional houses.
   Some travel agencies say that the town receives more than 500 tourists a day. Luang Prabang is a key contributor to Laos’ tourism dollar earnings. Soon after this ancient town welcomed the first direct flight to its newly upgraded airport in May 2002, Sisavangvong road was decorated to western tastes. Along the streets, restaurants popped up, some overlooking schools and sacred temples. 
   The present tranquility is “too fragile, one wonders for how long it can stand the flow of tourism,” comments Inthavong, owner of Villa Santi, the top hotel in town. 
    “Places like Luang Prabang can be destroyed depending on the scale of tourism,” Chayant Polpoke, a Bangkok-based tourism critic. “If they follow the Thai model of opening up easy access to the place and the government actively promoting it as a tourist destination, then the consequences will be severe, like it has been for Thailand.”

   For all the concern about the impact on the environment and culture of mass tourism, Thailand remains the envy of Southeast Asian countries - after all, it gets 10 million tourists a year and more than US$7 billion a year in revenues. “If countries want the money, then go for the Thai model, because it is the most successful model in earning money in the shortest time,” Chayant added. “The governments in the region need to learn from the mistakes made in Thailand. They must try to limit the carrying capacity of a place.”

   Worrisome changes are occurring in many World Heritage sites in the region. In Siem Reap, northwestern Cambodia, a local guide, Phalla, cannot remember the names of many wealthy clients who have come to that great shrine of Khmer civilization, Angkor Wat - the 12th century temple complex dedicated by an ancient Khmer king to the Hindu god Vishnu. But he enjoyed sitting alongside millionaires who went on helicopters to see the complex from the air. He never forgets the name of Angelina Jolie, the Hollywood actress who, in 2000, was filmed in a chase scene in the Ta Prohn temple for the movie Tomb Raiders.
   Cambodia aims to get a million tourists by the end of 2003, more than half of whom are expected to visit Angkor, capital of the ancient Khmer empire. Angkor is also home to people who, after the fall of last Khmer Rouge commissars, returned to their homes built on lots beside the Angkor site. They now find themselves caught in an internationalized tourist city - where US dollars are accepted as currency - whose inflated costs are beyond their ability to meet without difficulty.
   Most children here do not go to school since it is too far away, and not many young people fully understand the significance of Angkor to Cambodia and to the region. But now the schools in Siem Reap have started to teach them the history and value of this place. Yet, plans to expand the tourism potential of Angkor, which was put on the World Heritage list in 1992, continue. These include a tourist city nearby and world-class hotels. Siem Reap’s population has doubled in the last decade, to more than 50,000 people.
   Going east and down to central Vietnam, there is no sign of the ancient character of Hue in the new area of town that tourists first see. Hue was the capital of unified Vietnam in 1802 and the political, cultural and religious center under the Nguyen dynasty until 1945.
    In 2002, the Vietnamese government said it would develop Hue as one of the country’s five tourist cities. Phon Thuan An, a well-known scholar in Hue, recalls that UNESCO expert Pierre Richard concluded in 1978 that Hue was “pretty well-preserved in comparison to other cities in the region.” Hue’s World Heritage status came in 1993. 
    Today, however, foreign tourists usually come for a few days, just enough to see the Inner City, to take a boat trip along the Huong river and visit royal tombs, or listen to traditional music. Hardly do they get to see the long alleys leading to Hue-style traditional garden houses in Kim Long, Vi Da, or the Chinese-style houses in the Gia Hoi area. What tourists know of Hue’s charm is shaped by the image of historical sites made of concrete and a few traditional items, no longer genuine. They know nothing of Hue’s real soul. 
   Efforts to preserve Hue’s heritage can also clash with daily realities. An official directive forbidding Inner City inhabitants from building houses higher than the heritage sites was issued in 1999, after killer floods drove residents to claim they needed higher places. “After all, it is about survival,” says the scholar, Phan Thuan An. But, he explains, this loss is not as serious as the young generation’s lack of knowledge of Hue’s value: “They don’t know it, so they don’t respect it.”   (
RIVERSIDE VILLAGERS AFFECTED BY BLASTINGS 

[Bangkok Post: 5.3.03; 8.4.03] - THE blasting of rapids in the upper Mekong river by the Chinese government is causing severe changes to the river flow in Thailand, environmentalists say. The clearing has been done under a project to turn the Mekong River into a lucrative shipping route for trade and tourism (see also new frontiers 8[3-5]).

   Chainarong Sretchua, director of the Chiang Mai-based Southeast Asia Rivers Networks (SEARIN), argued local fishermen and collectors of the famous Mekong water weed, in Chiang Rai's Chiang Saen district, had been seriously affected since Beijing started blasting shoals and submerged rocks last December.

    According to the Water Transportation Department, the river was at the mercy of China, which had cut the river flow every three days by closing their dams to work on the project. After the three-day closure, they opened the gates for one day to let the water flow downstream. Channel blasting in China's section of the river began on 15 December and was to continue until 15 April.

   “The river level has changed by 50 to 100 cm during the day, which is very unnatural. Sediment has also increased sharply, muddying the river all the more,” said Chainarong. “These changes have also led to the reduction in the fish population and waterweed, the main diet of Thai and Lao people living along the river.''

   China, Burma, Laos and Thailand signed an agreement in June 2001 to widen the navigation channel of the 5,594-km-long Mekong River. The Chinese government donated some US$5.5 million for the work and a Chinese- owned company was appointed to do the work for Laos, Burma, and Thailand. Under the scheme, around 11 rapids would be cleared, nine in Laos, one near the Sino-Burmese border, and another in Thailand, known as Khon Pee Luang, between Chiang Saen and Chiang Khong districts.

   However, a strong protest by riverside villagers and environmental groups, as well as conflicts over the Thai-Lao borderline have delayed the project. 

   In the first week of April, it was reported that the Thai Cabinet was likely to further suspend the plan to blast the Khon Pee Luang rapids in Chiang Rai to avoid further complications in the Thai-Lao border demarcation. A military source said if the rock blasting continued, Thailand might lose part of its water boundary because of changes in the course of the river. Therefore, Deputy Prime Minister Chavalit Yongchaiyudh had suggested that the project be put on hold until the two countries could settle their differences on the water boundary.

   Meanwhile, Natural Resources and Environment Minister Praphat Panyachartrak said the ministry would set up a team of environmental experts to look into the project's environmental implications. The project could cause a great deal of damage to the Mekong river's ecology, said Mr Praphat.

    “Environmental issues are as important as border issues. Mr Praphat should take action against the project,'' said Chainarong of SEARIN. He added that Khon Phi Luang was Thailand's last spawning ground of one of the world's largest and most famous freshwater fish, the Mekong giant catfish. (
BURMA

Campaign

EUROPEAN GROUPS CONDEMN AUSTRIAN AIRLINES BURMA CONNECTION

ON 31 March 2003, the Annual International Conference of European Burma Campaign Organizations, trade unions and partner organizations strongly condemned direct flights from Europe to Burma and launched an international campaign against Austrian Airlines / Lauda Air because this company recently started flights to Rangoon (see also new frontiers 9[1]). 

   In this context, the coalition of organizations wrote the following letter to Dr. Joseph Burger, CEO of Austrian Airlines (Lauda Air): 

Dear Mr. Burger, 

To our great dismay we learned of AUA/Lauda Air's direct weekly flights from Europe (Vienna) to Rangoon (Burma) commencing last November. 

Burma is currently ruled by a ruthless military dictatorship which is guilty of human rights abuses and forced labour on a massive scale. Burma's military regime has never acknowledged the results of the 1990 elections, in which the National League for Democracy (NLD), led by Nobel Laureate Aung San Suu Kyi, won over 80 per cent of the seats. To date, the military junta has still not handed over power to the democratically elected government. 

* Not only the NLD, but also Burmese ethnic minority groups, the independent Burmese trade union, and the Burmese Government in Exile (NCGUB) have all been calling for economic sanctions for years. A boycott on tourism is part of such sanctions. Numerous companies and travel organizations have already complied with this. 

* The economic sanctions and the boycott on tourism are broadly and actively supported by international trade unions and hundreds of social organizations. 

* In 1998, the European Union issued a resolution in which it stated it was opposed to tourism to Burma under the current abominable circumstances in Burma. 

* The International Labour Organization (ILO) has called upon all its members (among which there are organizations of employers and companies) to review their activities in Burma. Moreover, dozens of multinationals and travel organizations have already left Burma. 

Against all international protests, including the protests of those people who were democratically elected, your company has started flights from Vienna to Burma. This means financial support to Burma's military dictators, both directly and indirectly (for instance from tourism revenues). Supporting Burma's dictators means the perpetuation of military rule. 

Despite your temporary off-season halt, AUA/Lauda Air is now the only airline with intercontinental flights to Burma. 

Burma Support Groups, trade unions and partner organizations of UK, Switzerland, Austria, Netherlands, Germany, France, Italy, Belgium, Denmark, Norway, Sweden and Ireland consider this unacceptable. Therefore, we urge your company to cease flying to Rangoon indefinitely, as long as the current military regime in Burma is in power and the Burmese democratic and ethnic opposition requests a tourism boycott. 

Today at the Annual International Conference of Europe Campaign Organizations meeting in Brussels, we the undersigned organizations state our commitment to launch an international public and media campaign against Austrian Airlines/Lauda Air. The undersigned organizations will continue this campaign, including public demonstrations and the mass-release of protest cards, until AUA/Lauda Air ceases its flights to Rangoon indefinitely. 

Undersigned: 
Christian Solidarity Worldwide – UK, Burma Bureau Germany, Assistenza Birmania – Italy, Burma Initiative Germany, Association Suisse Birmanie – Switzerland, Burma Campaign Austria – Austria, Burma Center Netherlands – Holland, Actions Birmanie – Belgium, Burma Campaign UK, Burma Action Ireland, Swedish Burma Committee, Info Birmanie – France, Norwegian Burma Committee, Danish Burma Committee
For more information:

Contact Burma Center Netherlands (BCN), Email: bcn@xs4all.nl, http://www.burmacenter.nl 

See also: http://de.indymedia.org/ and http://austria.indymedia.org/
CAMBODIA

BUMPY ROUTE 48

Edited from a travel report by Chulart Saengpassa [The Nation: 11.3.03]

Cambodia’s Route 48 linking Sre Ambel and Koh Kong on the border to Thailand was built in the early 1970s in the time of Lon Nol. It was operational only for three months before the Khmer Rouge took power. Internal conflicts in Cambodia left the road unused and unattended for most of the 25 years that followed, and Route 48 fell into nearly complete disrepair. 

   In 2001, the Thai government kicked off a construction project to repair the road. But now, with the project almost complete, Route 48 again faces an uncertain future as a result of the anti-Thai riots in Phnom Penh on 29 January (see also new frontiers 9[1]). Coincidentally, it was just two days earlier, on 27 January, that representatives of the Thai Senate committee on foreign affairs went on a trip down the road to see the changes brought about by the Thai-funded project. 

   It was hoped that Route 48 could become a vital link in a network that will eventually connect Thailand, Cambodia and Vietnam. Traffic from Rayong and Pattaya in Thailand could move more easily through Trat and on into Cambodia. 

   The route stretches over 160 kms through jungle and scattered farms, and obstacles abound. Since 2001, soldiers unearthed 1,479 landmines along the route to make way for construction. Moreover, heavy rainfall in the area means construction workers spend most of the time in unfavourable conditions. Malaria and typhoid are also spreading in the project area, forcing workers to take extra precautions.

   Following the burning of the Thai Embassy in Phnom Penh on 29 January, however, Thailand has downgraded diplomatic relations with Cambodia, and suspended all bilateral technical and economic cooperation. So Route 48 may once again plunge into disuse and disrepair. Nobody can tell how long this will last and in what condition the road will be in when it is brought up for discussion again.   (  

GIRLS RESCUED FROM BROTHEL DISTRICT

[Associated Press: 29.3.03] – END of March, police raided the notorious brothel district Svay Pak, a shantytown outside Phnom Penh, and rescued at least 36 Vietnamese girls who were forced into prostitution. At least 13 pimps and brothel owners were arrested.  

   All the girls, the operators and pimps are ethnic Vietnamese, police said. At least 22 of the girls appear to be younger than 10, said Khut Sopheang, a Municipal Court prosecutor. Nine girls, aged between six and nine, were found in one house alone, a police officer said.

   "This is quite a major operation we have executed," said Brig. Gen. Un Sokunthea, director of the Bureau of Juvenile Protection and Anti-Human Trafficking at the Ministry of Interior. "Some girls are as young as 5 years old. They cried in fear when we found them.". Some of the victims may have been held for trafficking to a third country, Un Sokunthea added.

    The raid was conducted in cooperation with the Washington-based International Justice Mission, or IJM, a Christian group whose mission is to help people from oppression and abuses such as trafficking, sexual exploitation and forced prostitution.

   Svay Pak, the most notorious of Phnom Penh's red light districts, has about 50 brothels. It was recently closed down twice — ahead of a regional tourism conference and a summit of Southeast Asian leaders — but later reopened.

   Child rights advocates say Cambodia is increasingly becoming a magnet for foreign pedophiles due to lax law enforcement, corruption in the courts and the poverty that forces young boys and girls into prostitution. There are no figures on the number of child prostitutes involved in the country's sex trade. One women's rights group estimates that approximately 30 per cent of Cambodia's sex workers are under 18. Prostitution is illegal in Cambodia but continues to thrive. Sex with those aged 14 or younger is punishable by up to 20 years in prison.  (
THAILAND

ISLANDS EXPERIENCING BIG CHANGES
KOH CHANG [Bangkok Post: 13.4.03; The Nation: 18.4.03] – Only five hours from Bangkok, the island Koh Chang is a paradise to the Bangkok- weary and the foreign tourists. But he past two years of tourism boom on the island have resulted in a three-fold increase in new bungalows and resorts. Bangkok investors have invested in large resorts on the island. Most of the hotels are financed by foreign investors.

   Villagers along the White Sand beach and Kai Bae have turned their coconut farms and rubber farms into bungalows and resorts. Fishermen of Salakphet and Bang Bao fishing villages, whose homes stretch into the sea, have turned their homes into ‘homestays’ for tourists. Senior official Laemthong Manorasamee of the Koh Chang subdistrict office said the number of resorts had increased from 28 three years ago to 84 today. 

   Last year, about 400,000 tourists visited the island. The Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) wants to double this. Within 20 years, the island will be greeting about 800,00 tourists a year, said TAT officials.

    The government has declared the island and its archipelago of 47 islands part of a Special Administrative Zone. Permanent Secretary Plodprasop Suraswadi of the Natural Resources and Environment Ministry chairs the tourism development committee of Koh Chang. He is the first head of the special zone. The Department of Public Works and Town & Country Planning is conducting a master plan for construction and development in Koh Chang. 

   To bring in more tourists, the government has since 2001 allocated US$15 million to develop infrastructure in Koh Chang. Two-lane asphalt roads have replaced the one-lane concrete roads. Except for a small section from Bang Bao to Salakphet, almost all the island's roads are inter-linked now. Concrete bridges have replaced wooden bridges. As a result, land prices have risen steeply even as investors continue to search for villagers willing to sell their land. 

   Airplanes landing at the newly opened Trat Airport will bring in more high-income tourists, which according to the Prime Minister is the target group.

   At a mobile cabinet meeting last year, the government mapped out a plan for developing Koh Chang into a world-class tourist destination. When PM Thaksin Shinawatra announced the plan, he said that the island which is 85 per cent national park will be developed for “high-yield tourists, not backpackers,” the announcement elicited frowns from many locals, officials and conservationists as well as many visitors.

   They became particularly worried when the government started to grab parts of the local businesses. They fear that the island group will be overdeveloped and overexploited, as has resulted in the deterioration of the environment on the islands of Samui, Phi Phi, and Phuket. Government officials dismiss their concerns.

    “Koh Chang will grow following a development plan, while Samui, Phuket and Phi Phi Island did not. This is why they are a mess,'' said  Sirichai Musikabhumma who heads the Koh Chang City planning council. The plan, which will be completed in May, calls for the development of Koh Chang into four zones: national park areas, communities, beaches, and the sea resources which includes the lesser islands and coral reefs.

   Ongoing development, however, is not always going along with the plan. For instance, a section of the White Sand beach road on the island, lined with diving shops, minimarts, and tourist boutiques, already resembles Khao San road in Bangkok or the Patong beach road in Phuket,

   Sirichai claimed: “The development of Koh Chang is not alarming. Everything is within the regulations.'' But many environmentalists are not convinced. While tourist dollars are rolling into Koh Chang, many residents fear cultural change and environmental collapse. 

   Bang Bao headman Manop Prasongsit said Koh Chang Tai district has already suffered water shortages and garbage pileups. “This year, we had to close the tap water system for a few days after one day of running it. If the government wants to increase tourist visits to Koh Chang, this must be solved,'' said Manop. The tap water of Bang Bao comes from a freshwater mountain spring, but other islanders use wells. The wells, however, are in danger from leakage from the increasing amount of human refuse and garbage.

   Moreover, the islands garbage dumps are fast filling up, and there are talks of a sanitary landfill. But land is so scarce and expensive that finding a garbage disposal area is a real problem.
KOH LANTHA [Bangkok Post: 21.4.03] - Booming tourism and the influence of western culture has persuaded many indigenous islanders on Koh Lantha to opt for modern lifestyles and accept offers from investors wanting to buy their land. Lantha Island in Krabi province has quickly become a popular attraction under the government's tourism promotion policy despite poor public utilities such as laterite roads which can turn to mud in the rain, and a water shortage in the dry season.

   The problems have not stopped tourists flooding in to this resort island. Rapid changes in the past four years have affected the livelihood of local people, especially the Urak Lawoi ethnic people who settled down here more than five centuries ago. At present, these sea people spend almost an entire year on land. Many work as maids, gardeners and carpenters at resorts on the island. They make US$5 a day, enough for them to turn their backs on fishing, their traditional occupation for generations.

   Now fishing is but a hobby for sea people in the low tourist season and during holidays when they sail to no-man islands to sing the night away, just as they did in ancient times when their ancestors wandered over the seas.

   “My biggest worry is whether they can adapt to modern social lifestyles. Now, all families have television sets and they are very open to new culture,'' said Apinan Jitsopha, head of the island's centre for studying and conserving rong ngeng folk dance. He feared the honest, friendly and polite nature of sea people, and the desire of Urak Lawoi youngsters to act as modern city dwellers, would hasten the decline of their culture.

   Local people in Krabi set up a rong ngeng conservation centre on Lantha Island in 2000, and formed a dancing group of 40 sea people called marama, or ‘butterfly’ in their language. This is an attempt to conserve their culture while many more sea people have sold their land to businessmen.  

   According to local legend, Urak Lawoi people's ancestors were relatives of Moken, another group of sea people on Surin Island in Phang Nga. The origin of both groups' ascendants was along the coast of Saiburi, now Malaysia's Kedah state, around Gunung Jerai Mountain. They later separated and wandered to islands on the Andaman Sea.   (
BAY CLOSURE HELPS RECOVERY OF CORALS AT SURIN ISLANDS

[Bangkok Post: 7.3.03] - THE 12-year closure of a bay on Surin Island in the Andaman Sea has led to a recovery of coral, says a marine expert. Reefs at the National Marine Park's Mae Yai Bay had grown about three centimetres since growth was detected last year - 12 years after the former national parks department declared the bay closed to tourists, said Kasetsart University marine biologist Thon Thamrongnawasawat.

    The Staghorn coral (Acropora cervicornis), which resembles deer antlers, was wiped out by the coral-bleaching effect of El Nino in 1990. Coral bleaching occurs when a rising sea temperature turns the coral white and brittle. The spread of Padina seaweed, which covered over 90 per cent of the area, also hampered the growth of coral.   “The area was simply a graveyard for fish and coral,'' Thon said.

   The bay started seeing more fish and soft or juvenile coral growing back after the seaweed receded last year. However, Mae Yai Bay would need to remain closed for at least five more years before reopening to the public, Thon said, adding, “This is a clear lesson to us all of how long coral takes to recover, and why we should take good care of it..''

   Thon urged the government to close more areas to visitors, saying it was the only way to guarantee the recovery of coral in Thailand. He warned the government to also heed this call in developing Koh Chang for tourism in Trat province, where tourist activities increasingly threaten marine life (see also Koh Chang story above).   (
PM VOWS ‘LAS VEGAS STYLE’ CASINOS 

[Bangkok Post: 23.3.03; 26.3.03] - PRIME MINISTER Thaksin Shinawatra has pledged to go ‘big’ - Las Vegas style - if casinos are legalized in Thailand. “If we are to set up a casino, we won't do it like others do. It would be in the form of an entertainment complex - a large investment involving tens of billions of baht, not just any hotel room turned into a casino,'' he said. The idea of setting up a casino purely for gambling would only lure the public into gambling and encourage a ‘mafia system’'.

   Thaksin promised that the casino plan would be presented to public hearings if the government chose to support it. Measures would be put in place to ensure casinos were not used for money laundering. He said he was confident Thailand could pull off such a large investment, and that the project could get off the ground within three to four years. “We're going to be a tourism hub in this region. We have all the resources and the attractions,'' he said. The liberalization of the aviation industry would also bring more tourists to the country.

   Executives of the Airports of Thailand Co said on Monday that Don Muang Airport in Bangkok could become an exhibition centre and casino complex once the new international airport at Nong Ngu Hao opened. Managing director Therdsak Sajjarak said Merrill Lynch Co, an adviser to AOT, had proposed Don Muang should handle charter and private flights, and wide-body aircraft maintenance. The passenger terminals could be developed as an international exhibition centre, including casinos, to attract tourists.

    PM Thaksin has repeatedly urged Thais not to visit neighbouring countries to gamble. “Although the Thai-Cambodian border and all checkpoints have been reopened, I don't want Thai people going gambling in neighbouring countries, not only Cambodia, but also Burma and elsewhere,” he recently said in his weekly Saturday morning radio programme. “Travelling across the border should be for trade and visiting relatives  - not for gambling.'' 

   Poipet in Cambodia has seven casinos opposite Sa Kaew's Aranyaprathet district and four across the border of Pong Nam Ron district, Chanthaburi. There are several casinos in Burma, including one in Kawthaung, opposite Ranong.   (
VIETNAM

VILLAGE TOURISM: A TEST CASE FOR U.N. DEVELOPMENT WORK

Edited from a longer article by  Barbara Crossette (UN Wire: March 2003]

T

he farmers of Gia Van commune, poor people on poor land only a few hours from the economic boom transforming the streets of Hanoi, took stock of their assets a few years ago and decided to invest in tourism. Could they be serious? Gia Van has no tourist hotels or restaurants. The streets are rough dirt tracks and the primitive toilets are few and far between. Per capita income hovers around US$160 a year.
    However, Gia Van, in Ninh Binh province south of Hanoi, has spectacular scenery. It abuts the 6,000-acre Van Long nature reserve, with its rich biodiversity. Last year, with a modest budget of US$50,000 under the Global Environment Fund's small grants program, the UN Development Program stepped in to help.
   Halfway through the two-year initial project, the hopes of Gia Van hang by a thread. In Hanoi, Jordan Ryan, the UNDP's resident representative and coordinator of all UN programs in Vietnam, said that some of the most successful experiments in self-help development and democratization in one of the world's last communist countries are taking place in villages like Gia Van. The trick for the UN is not only to back these small-scale efforts to reduce poverty while saving the environment - in cities as well as the countryside - but also to prod the national government into more effective support for what theoreticians call ‘sustainable development’.
   Surprisingly, the Vietnamese government agreed in 2000 to a 10-year programme of administrative reform in partnership with the UNDP. The project promotes ‘good governance’, increasingly the major focus of the UN's mission in developing countries. "This is all part of poverty work - working to increase participation of people in decisions about what happens in their lives," Ryan said.
   In Gia Van, one of seven communes in the Van Long conservation area, the local population began plotting its own way out of poverty in the mid-1990s. Persuaded to put their faith in new uses for the nature reserve, the farmers and their volunteer wardens have managed to evict from the protected area the goats that were stripping much of the vegetation that wild animals need to live. Local people were banned from fishing or cutting wood.
    Gia Van has not yet conquered the problem of weekend hunters from Hanoi, some of whom may be rich and powerful enough to cause trouble if challenged. They have not been able to attract private investment to build a park lodge because there is no big money to be made here from foreign tourists, and most Vietnamese don't yet regard visits to national parks as vacations. Provincial officials have given the farmers mostly lip-service support, if any. Reporters from the local and national press want payoffs or they will not write. The farmers of Gia Van cannot afford bribes, and they do not have the knowledge or expertise to appeal to the outside world by themselves.
    Le Van Sung, the chairman of the farmers association and team leader for this project, said that tourism was only one of several new ideas. There is also fish farming, bee-keeping and pig breeding. The association offers small loans and provides commodities such as seeds and fertilizers on credit. 

   I went to Gia Van in January with Kim Anh, a southern Vietnamese-trained scientist with the UNDP who is directing the conservation project, and Hoang Tuan Dung, a former Hanoi television personality and now an adviser on partnerships and advocacy for the organization. As we approached the district that includes the Gia Van commune - bouncing along a new national highway being constructed willy-nilly, and to the consternation of environmentalists, through some pristine wilderness - it was easy to see the tourist potential.
   The small, poor village is on the edge of riverine wetlands with vast marshes that attract migratory birds. From the sheets of water and aquatic grasses rise magnificent limestone formations - mountains, caves and grottos strikingly similar to those at Ha Long Bay, a leading tourist attraction and UNESCO World Heritage Site in the Gulf of Tonkin. Gia Van's farmers call their backdrop "Ha Long without the waves." 
   In the mid-1990s, local people spotted in the reserve a critically endangered primate, the Delacour langur, a black monkey-like animal weighing up to about 35 pounds, with a white band around its abdomen that gives him the local nickname "Mr. Whiteshorts." Visitors can now see groups of these langurs climbing along cliff faces -- a huge success for the local conservation effort. Naturalists say this is the largest population of Delacour langurs anywhere in the world.
   At the marshy foot of an embankment that divides the town from the protected wetland, there is a small dock for traditional woven-bamboo boats, punted by young men or women with long poles that suit the shallow water better than paddles or oars. The boats are perfect for meandering silently through the labyrinthine rock formations.
    The infrastructure clearly needs work, however, as the commune chairman was quick to point out. A graveled parking lot is being built, but the first "tourist facility" is no more than a little concrete building with a small kitchen and room for serving meals, along with space for a park ranger. Even by backpacker standards, it would struggle to make the grade of ‘basic’.   (
MALAYSIANS OPEN A HOTEL AND CASINO IN LAO CAI

[Vietnam News Agency: 7.4.03] – MALAYSIAN investors have opened a hotel and casino in the northern border province of Lao Cai, home to Sa Pa mountain resort known as the kingdom of orchids. The investors are now drawing up blueprints for another US$128 million resort and entertainment complex. The hotel's manager said the planned complex will be built in Kim Thanh zone. It is designed to include rooms, serviced apartments, shops and a theme park. The Malaysians believe Lao Cai can support a large resort as it contains one of the key border gates into China.   (
MY LAI MASSACRE SITE TO DRAW MORE VISITORS 

[The Nation: 28.2.03] – AUTHORITIES in Vietnam’s Quang Ngai province said around US$760,000 would be spent on renovating facilities at the site of the 1968 My Lai massacre to attract more tourists to the area. The project, funded by the central government, includes the building of a new museum documenting the atrocities committed by US troops and repair of the existing monuments to the victims. 

   US troops butchered 504 civilians, most of them women, children and the elderly on March 16, 1968 in the hamlet of My Lai and its surrounds in the Son My commune, now known as Tinh Khe. The US military attempted to cover up the massacre, the darkest chapter of its war against Vietnam, but its eventual exposure helped turn the tide in favour of the anti-war effort in the United States. 

   Over 3,000 Vietnamese and international tourists visited My Lai in the first two months of this year, according to local tourism authorities.   (
SNAPPY IDEA FOR ‘ECOTOURISM’

[The Nation: 4.3.03] - LOOKING for an ecotour of a special kind? What about a boat trip on a lake with hundreds of crocodiles for company? Plodprasop Suraswadi, the Permanent Secretary of Thailand’s Natural Resources and Environment recently suggested the re-introduction of the toothy reptiles into Boeng Boraped, the country’s largest freshwater lake, to improve their breeding and perhaps bring them closer to nature-loving tourists…

   Unfortunately, Plodprasop’s initiative comes a bit too late for International Year of Ecotourism that was co-organized by the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and the World Tourism Organization in 2002.  

   However, the snappy idea has given some people shivers. “The crocodiles are the same size as many of the fishing and tourist boats sailing on the Boeng Boraped every single day,” warned ecologist Thon Thamrongnavasawat. “I don’t want to imagine what would happen when a crocodile is underneath a boat.”

   Zoologist Pisit Na Patalung has shown more concern for the welfare of the crocodiles. He is afraid they could be caught in fishing nets as thousands of people fish the 212-sqkm lake.  

