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THE REGION

ASIA’S TOURISM INDUSTRY DEVASTATED

[Asian News Network: 9.6.03; The Nation: 12.5.03; 13.5.03; 9.6.03; 23.6.03; Pacific Asia Travel Association: 6.6.03] – THE World travel and tourism industry was still reeling from the security fears sparked by the 11 September attacks, the Bali bombing and the hostilities in the Middle East. While tour operators had hoped a quick end to the war in Iraq would lead to a release of pent-up travel demand, recent industry figures suggest the appearance of SARS has delivered an even bigger blow to the industry – at least in Asia, the region worst affected by SARS. 

   In April, bookings for Asian destinations had fallen 60 per cent, according to Amadeus, an international travel reservations group. Airline industry group IATA said that fear of travel will cause the deeply troubled industry to lose about US$10 billion in 2003, and airlines in Asia are particularly hard-hit.

   In Vietnam, which was one of the first countries to be hit by SARS, the number of international arrivals by air fell 46 per cent between 15 March and 15 April, according to the Vietnam National Administration of Tourism (VNAT). It was further estimated that in the one month period from 15 April, the number of foreigners flying into Vietnam would plunge 75 per cent.

   “Vietnam was affected by the 1997 regional financial crisis and September 11[2001] attacks, but neither compare with the damage done to our industry by SARS,” said VNAT director Vu The Binh. As a result, the VNAT announced in May that it had slashed its forecast for an increase of international arrivals of 35-40 per cent this year. The previous target of 2.8-3 million foreign visitors in 2003 was revised downwards to around 1.8 million due to SARS.

   Other countries in the region have experienced similar slumps. In Thailand, international tourist arrivals fell by almost 50 per cent in April, which has translated in multi-million-dollar losses. In Cambodia, the number of tourists to Siem Reap in Cambodia has dropped by some 60 per cent over recent weeks, leaving the Angkor Wat temples deserted. The plunge was attributed to SARS fears as well as Thai resentment following the Phnom Penh riots in January.

   With the relaxation of the SARS situation, Asia is now abuzz with new national and international campaigns to win back tourists. From Beijing, to Bangkok to Tokyo, officials and the industry “are pulling together celebrities, advertising gurus , anyone with brain power and charisma to both market Asia as a SARS-safe tourism spot and to coax even the locals to take a break,” said a report by the Asian News Network. 

   Tourism-industry giant Pacific Asia Travel Association (PATA) has launched a US$500,000 global communications campaign called Project Phoenix to restore consumer confidence in travel and tourism. PATA said its initiative was in response to the battering the travel industry and economies in the region had taken due to the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks in the US, the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, the Bali bombs and SARS. Project Phoenix will be funded in cash and in kind with contributions from national tourism offices, airlines, hotels, tour and travel operators.   ( 

ILO: MORE THAN 5 MILLION TOURISM JOBS MAY BE LOST THIS YEAR

ACCORDING to a recently released study by the International Labour Organization (ILO), Southeast Asia could lose more than 15 per cent of its tourism jobs this year as bookings slump due to SARS fears, combined with continuing economic gloom and the insecure geopolitical situation. Countries directly affected by SARS, such as Hong Kong, Taiwan, Singapore and Vietnam, as well as parts of China, are likely to lose more than 30 per cent of their travel and tourism jobs. 

   Worldwide, a drop in international travel could lead to five million job losses this year alone, says the ILO report, entitled “New Threats to Employment in the Travel and Tourism Industry – 2003”, authored by Dirk Belau and published in Geneva on 13 May. “The present job losses come after the industry already lost an estimated 6.5 million jobs before the recent events such as SARS and the hostilities in the Middle East,” says the study. “The compounded loss of 11.5 jobs over the 2001-2003 crises relates to an estimated total of about 80 million jobs in the industry, and represents a loss of one in every 7 jobs.”

   The loss of employment particularly affects the socially weaker and lesser skilled staff members, as well as part-time workers including high proportions of women, migrant workers and young workers, according to ILO. 

   Things may worsen if the downturn continues. “The longer the loss of travel and tourism activities lasts, the possibility exists that more jobs will be eliminated entirely. The reductions in working hours and manpower tend to become permanent, as the missing labour force is made up by new working methods such as increased versatility.” 

   Another new ILO study, focussing on the deepening crisis in the aviation sector, estimates that “since 11 September, between 300,000 and 400,000 airline jobs worldwide have been lost or will disappear in the near future.” 

    In response to the new crises such as SARS and the war in Iraq, airlines in Asia and elsewhere have been working even harder to contain or reduce costs. The study says, “The emergency measures include reductions in capacity, including suspension of routes to certain destinations or reductions in flight frequencies, the use of smaller planes and the parking of excess aircraft. On the personnel side, wage reductions, compulsory uncompensated  leave and redundancies are among the emergency measures put in place…. It is clear that the trade unions are very concerned about the consequences of the crisis for jobs, wages and working conditions.”

ILO Sources: 

· Belau, D., The Impact of the 2001-2002 Crisis on the Hotel and Tourism Industry, January 2003;

· Belau, D. New Threats to Employment in the Travel and Tourism Industry – 2003, 13 May 2003;
· Essenberg, B. Civil Aviation: The Worst Crisis Ever?, May 2003.    (      

MEKONG DEVELOPMENT BACK ON THE AGENDA

[The Nation: 12.6.03; 14.6.03; 16.6.03] – Multilateral development of the Mekong basin, comprising Burma, Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, Vietnam and Yunnan province in China, has moved slowly over the past decade as countries in the region have lacked the capital to implement a myriad of ambitious projects. Long left undeveloped by wars and political conflict, the basin would need a huge amount of funds to move forward. The 1997 financial crisis caused a cash crunch that further delayed many development projects in the region.

   The Asian Development Bank (ADB)-initiated Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) programme has prioritized large-scale infrastructure projects to boost trade and tourism. To complete all these projects, some US$14 billion will be needed over the next decade, while the ADB has injected only US$1 billion since 1992 when it created the GMS scheme. Other cross-border programmes, such the Quadrangle Economic Cooperation (QEC), which covers the upper Mekong, and the Mekong River Commission (MRC) for the lower basin, have similar financial problems.

   However, a symposium on “Business Opportunities: The Mekong Region Comes of Age, organized by The Nation  in Bangkok on 12 and 13 June and attended by official and business leaders in the region, brought a new wave of optimism regarding regional development initiatives. 

   For instance, Cambodia’s tourism minister Veng Sereyuth said the Mekong region’s six countries were well-placed to reap the benefits of regional cooperation efforts. “Although the foundations for regional cooperation are only about a decade old, much has been achieved,” he said. “While there is still much to be done, progress has been steady and assured.”

   Ms Chen Xiaoya, Yunnan’s assistant governor declared, “Greater contributions will be made by Yunnan province to making the Mekong region the new frontier of growth in Asia in the face of new opportunities for GMS economic development  in the new century. She added that the region of 250 million had vast potential. “This region will become a continental bridge between Southeast Asia, South Asia and East Asia, and a hotspot for international investment from countries around the world in the the 21th century.”

   But the optimists seem to ignore that smaller nations in the region are likely to get fewer benefits from the economic cooperation schemes due to their weak bargaining power and internal conflicts. For example, the road link from Bangkok to Kunming will primarily benefit Thailand and China rather than the less developed countries Laos and Burma. 

   Also, countries in the region have different national development goals. At a lower level, the visions of development held by national governments do not always accord with the visions of people at the village level, said MRC chief executive officer Joern Christensen in his presentation at the conference. 

   The hardest part in all development efforts, it seems, is to engage local communities, including indigenous peoples, whose livelihood depend directly on the Mekong River and have raised serious environmental and social concerns in the face of GMS mega-projects such as the construction of dams and highways or the Mekong blastings for navigation purposes (see below ‘Blasting…’). As it stands, development in the Mekong region is really an uphill task as all parties have their own objectives that may clash with those of others.   (
CHINA VOWS TO LIMIT BLASTING OF MEKONG RAPIDS 

[The Nation: 13.6.03; Bangkk Post: 9.6.03] - THE chief executive officer of the Mekong River Commission (MRC), Joern Kristensen, recently announced that China had agreed to scale back the blasting of rapids under the Mekong River navigation project, following grassroots protests and concerns expressed by downstream countries about the adverse ecological and social effects [see also new frontiers 8[5], 8[6], 9[2]). He said a Chinese delegation had informed the MRC member states and Burma that it would carry out only phase one of the project. 

   Initiated by China in 1992, the project aims to improve international trade and tourism by widening the navigation channel of the 5,594-kilometre river. In the first phase, eleven rapids would be cleared - nine in Laos, one near the Sino-Burmese border, and another in Thailand, known as Khon Phi Luang, between Chiang Saen and Chiang Khong districts in Chiang Rai. Once this was done, vessels of up to 100-tonnes displacement would be able to travel between southern China and Luang Prabang in Laos. Currently, boats of only 60-tonnes displacement are able to make the trip between Yunnan and Chiang Rai.
    Kristensen said the decision to scale down blasting of the rapids was based on a review of the controversial Chinese Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA), done by the Environment Institute of Australia’s Monash University in December 2001. The study pointed out that the project could affect food security, cultural sites, aesthetics and local residents’ health and disrupt existing patterns of river use. It was also questioned whether the economic benefits of the project would be equally distributed among riparian countries.

   Chainarong Sretthachua, director of the Chiang Mai-based Southeast Asia Rivers Network (SEARIN), said the Thai government should call for China to immediately halt the navigation project so as to allow a “genuine” EIA to be carried out. He said the two-thirds of the first phase that had been completed proved that the project severely affected riverside communities and the environment.   (      

BURMA

MULTI-MILLION DOLLAR PROJECT TO DEVELOP AREA NEAR SHWEDAGON 

[Myanmar Times: 26.5.-1.6.03; The Nation: 26.5.03] – AN AREA adjacent to Rangoon’s famed Shwedagon Pagoda is slated for a multi-million-dollar development project to begin in July, according to a Myanmar Times report of 26 May. Some 93 hectares surrounding the Kandawgyi, or Royal Lake, in Burma’s capital, are set to be transformed into a major park. 

   According to the press report, the project is being planned by a committee, comprising representatives of the Rangoon Division PDC, the Rangoon City Development Committee, as well as two private companies, Zaykabar and the Woodlands Group, and headed by General Khin Nyunt. 

   “The project is estimated to cost at least US$2.5 million but might go as high as five million dollars,” U Win Aung, managing director of Woodlands Group, was quoted as saying.

   According to the press report, the new park will feature tourist attractions such as a cable car, walking trails, boat club, museum, aquarium, a fountain shooting water to a height of 50 metres and other facilities. The cable car will operate 19 metres above ground level along a 1.2-kilometre triangular route, linking the shore with two islands at the eastern end of the Lake, while a wooden boardwalk will skirt more than one kilometre of the southern edge of the natural lake. 

   U Win Aung was quoted as saying the park would be a commercially feasible proposition for a private sector operator, adding admission fees would need to be high enough to support the maintenance of the park and its facilities.

   Burma’s military regime has embarked on several ambitious beautification projects ahead of 2006, when it is due to host an ASEAN leaders summit. In early May, the United Nations expressed concern over the junta’s plan to build a 60-metre observation tower at the ancient city of Pagan (see below ‘UNESCO…’).   ( 

UNESCO DISTURBED BY PLAN FOR A TOURIST TOWER IN OLD PAGAN

[The Nation: 10.5.03] – UNESCO recently voiced alarm over the Burma government’s project of a 60-metre viewing tower in the ancient city of Pagan. The first public mention of the proposed construction of the Nanmyint Tower came in April in the state-run daily New Light of Myanmar, which reported that Senior General Than Shwe had inspected the site. He was told that “the 198-feet high Nanmyint Tower will be built near Bagan Golf Course in the Bagan ancient cultural region,” the report said, adding the project would take a year to complete.

   Richard Engelhardt, UNESCO’s Bangkok-based adviser for culture in Asia-Pacific, expressed worry over the project. “We are definitely concerned about plans to develop any kinds of new infrastructure within a protected area, or impacting on the protected area’s buffer zone,” he said. “For example, a big tower, even if not inside the site, would impact on the site visually.”

   Pagan, hosting thousands of 11th century stupas and temples spread over 40 sq-km in central Burma, is its most important archaeological heritage site and is a mainstay of the country’s tourism industry. So far, it has not been inscribed as a World Heritage Site, as UNESCO is awaiting information from Rangoon before it can be so labelled, Engelhardt said.  “…when [the information is] received, the nomination process will be picked up again and will continue on,” he explained.

   There is no statutory obligation for Rangoon to consult UNESCO on the project. “But one would imagine there should be some good faith, some information sharing, and that UNESCO’s advice should be solicited in anticipation of the inscription of the site on the World Heritage list,” he said. “Normally, the construction of a large structure inside an archaeological site is something that we would not endorse.”   (
Campaigns

BURMA TOURISM BOYCOTT TO ESCALATE FOLLOWING CRACKDOWN
Burma Campaign UK announced on 11 June it would be stepping up its campaign against Burma tourism, following a brutal crackdown on the democracy movement in that country. The following is edited from BC-UK’s media release.

ON Friday 30th May, a pro-government militia ambushed a convoy carrying pro-democracy leader Aung San Suu Kyi and her supporters. The attack turned into a massacre, with up to a hundred feared dead. Aung San Suu Kyi and the rest of the National League for Democracy (NLD) leadership have been placed under arrest, hundreds more have been arrested and NLD offices have been closed, as have universities and colleges.

"On Friday 30th May, as tourists in Burma sat down to dinner, the regime was massacring its own people", said Yvette Mahon, Director of the Burma Campaign UK. "Those tourists helped to fund that same regime." Aung San Suu Kyi has repeatedly asked tourists to stay away, citing the financial and moral support tourism gives the dictatorship. 

In addition to raising awareness amongst the British public about the negative impact of tourism to Burma, the Burma Campaign UK will target companies operating tours there. "We aim to cut off demand and supply", said Mahon. As a first step the Burma Campaign UK will be writing to all travel companies in Britain operating trips in Burma. "We will explain the situation and request they cease operating in Burma", she said. "Tourism is a vital source of income for the regime. These companies must face the fact that they are helping to fund a dictatorship, and that they are doing so against the wishes of the people of Burma."

A decade ago, the regime in Burma identified tourism as a key potential source of income. In no other country are human rights abuses and tourism so closely linked. Slave labour has been widely used to build tourist infrastructure and over a million people forced to leave their homes. Burma's regime claims it earns US$100 million a year from tourism. It spends over 40 per cent of its budget on the military.

In April this year, following lobbying by the Burma Campaign UK, Kuoni announced it would cease operating in Burma at the end of the year, leaving Orient Express and Abercrombie & Kent as the last significant tour operators still in Burma. The Burma Campaign UK will be launching a major campaign against Orient Express later this year. Just over thirty other tour operators feature on a 'dirty list' of companies in Burma. The list will be updated later this month. Most do not even mention Burma is ruled by a dictatorship in their tour guides. Included on the list is Intrepid Travel, which earlier this year announced it was returning to Burma despite requests from campaign groups, unions, members of parliament and MEPs that it continue its boycott. Also on the list is Australian Airlines, whose subsidiary Lauda Air is the only airline with direct flights to Burma. Austrian Airlines are the subject of a Europe-wide boycott campaign [see below].

The Burma tourism boycott was launched in 1996 in response to calls from Burma's democracy movement  "Overall, the tourist industry has responded well to our campaign", says Yvette Mahon. "Today, none of the major tour operators in Britain go to Burma, and only one airline in the whole of Europe has direct flights. If those remaining won't listen to reason, they face a major campaign. We'll pick them off one by one."

For more information, contact Burma Campaign UK, Tel: 00 44 (0)207 281 7377; Fax: 00 44 (0)207 272 3559; 

E-mail: E-mail: mark.farmaner@burmacampaign.org.uk; Website: www.burmacampaign.org.uk

********

JODY WILLIAMS: MORE INTERNATIONAL SUPPORT NEEDED FOR SUU KYI !

As a result of strong pressure by the United States, European Union and Japan, ASEAN at their recent meeting in Phnom Penh broke with the long-standing policy of “non-interference” with internal affairs of a member state, by urging the Burmese government to free Aung San Suu Kyi, who was again arrested on 30 May. In a statement, Nobel Peace Prize laureate Jody Williams comments on the events and calls for more international solidarity with the Burmese democracy leader [The Nation: 23.6.03].

Williams, who had met with Suu Kyi at her home in Rangoon on 18 February, said, “Suu Kyi’s May trip to the North of Burma was to mark the one-year anniversary of her release from house arrest. Apparently, the SPDC [State Peace and Development Council] could no longer tolerate her work to revive democracy in Burma – particularly because of the size and enthusiasm of the crowds of her supporters who were coming out to hear her speak – and violently removed her from the public eye.” 

Regarding sanctions including a tourism boycott against military-ruled Burma, Williams pointed out that, “In our February meeting, Suu Kyi was clear that her party was unflinching in its continued call for the strengthening of economic sanctions against the military junta, that all outside investment should cease in the country and tourists should not give their money to the dictatorship by visiting Burma until democracy is established in that country.”   (highlighted by the new frontiers editor).

She concluded: “The international community must do more to support democracy in Burma. It is not enough that the United States amd the European Union are increasing sanctions against the regime there. Too many of Burma’s neighbours have argued that the best route to change that country is through constructive engagement. But the people, who are living and struggling on a daily basis to bring democracy to Burma – Suu Kyi and the democracy movement – express no doubt about the need for continued and stepped up internal and international pressure to bring about change in Burma.”

********

ACTIONS AGAINST AUSTRIAN AIRLINES/ LAUDA AIR CONTINUE
A number of European civil society organizations have followed the recommendation of the March 2003 Annual International Conference of European Burma Campaign organizations to call for a boycott against Austrian Airlines/ Lauda Air for operating direct flights from Europe to Burma (see also new frontiers 9[2]). Activists have sent protest notes to Austrian Airlines’ offices, publicized a press release and a condemning letter to the CEO of Austrian Airlines Dr. Joseph Burger, and started a postcard and electronic cartoon action to raise media and public awareness. 

The following European groups have launched activities to prompt Austrian Airlines stop their Burma connection: Burmakommitten in Sweden; the Norwegian Burma Committee; the Danish Burma Committee; Burma Campaign UK; Burma Action Ireland; Burma Initiative Asienhaus in Germany; Burma Bureau Germany; Info-Birmanie in France; Association Suisse Birmanie in Switzerland; the Belgium-based Euro Burma Office; Assistenza Birmania in Italy; Burma Campaign Austria; Burma Center Netherlands .

For more information and updates, contact: Burma Campaign Austria,  Email: burma_campaign_austria@yahoo.com , or Burma Center Netherlands, Email: bcn@xs4all.nl .

Opinion
I WENT TO BURMA – BAD MOVE

Following Aung San Suu Kyi’s capture on 30 May, travel writer Steve Hendrix rethinks his recent visit to Burma. Here is a shortened version of his article  [Washington Post: 15.6.03]

I

t was in January that I finally went to Burma, one of tourism's most controversial destinations. It's a country usually bypassed by travellers concerned about its pitiless military regime. I spent almost two weeks behind the Bamboo Curtain, visiting the handful of cities and sites where foreigners are allowed to wander in that most secluded corner of Southeast Asia.

   I loved it. The tourist infrastructure is basic, but pleasant and improving. The people are frank, poised and welcoming. I left thinking that Burma -so full of promise - was creeping toward a better future and that tourism could nudge it along.

   Sucker.

   Less than a week after my May 25 article on Burma appeared in the [Washington] Post’s travel section, the country's leadership showed the world an uglier face. A gang, apparently under orders from the military government, ambushed the caravan of Nobel laureate Aung San Suu Kyi, the country's dogged opposition leader. Opposition offices were shut down, Suu Kyi is a prisoner once again and the brief thaw in the country's decades-long repressive history appears to be over. And I am rethinking one of my articles of faith as a conscientious traveller: that responsible tourism is always a force for good. Sometimes, I now realize, it's better to stay away.

   Burma has been high on my must-see list for decades. But this is a government credibly accused of trafficking in narcotics, imprisoning dissidents and forcing citizens onto road gangs and children into the army. In 1990, Suu Kyi's National League for Democracy won national elections in a landslide. The military regime ignored the vote, crushed the party and sent Suu Kyi into the purgatory of house arrest for most of the decade.

   A year ago, the generals seemed to budge. In May 2002, they released Suu Kyi. They promised meaningful political negotiations. They let her travel the country, crisscrossing Burma to rebuild her political party. In short, they showed some meager moves toward a freer state. A lot of tour operators and travellers were quick to construe those halting steps as a rain dance for tourism. The number of foreign visitors shot up, particularly after last fall's bombing in Bali sent beach lovers looking for safer palm trees to lie under (no one can guarantee a crime-free vacation like a junta). 
Suu Kyi has implied that she will drop her call for a tourism boycott as soon as the time is right. Clearly - tragically - the clock has stopped. She says don't come. This time, I'm listening.
   But did these tourists know they were playing into a government plan? In the mid-1990s, the regime launched a major effort to attract foreigners as a way to make hard currency. They built new roads (reportedly with forced labor) and new hotels (reportedly with financing from the opium lords), and they declared 1996 ‘Visit Myanmar Year’. For her part, Suu Kyi asked tourists to stay away. Her outside allies launched a voluntary boycott, saying that tourism props up an evil government with cash and legitimacy. 

   In the case of Burma, it's impossible to avoid the political. When I was assigned to report on the tourism boomlet, I knew that my it's-good-to-go philosophy would be tested.

   I liked the country at once. Not that the shadows aren't visible. The airport road runs past one military base after another, the personal garrisons of the ruling generals, my taxi driver said. But Rangoon isn't particularly martial. It isn't draped in barbed wire. Troops don't man every corner. Citizens are out and about, most in traditional dress. Market stalls are heaped with fruits and grains. "It certainly doesn't feel like a police state," said Kathy Henry, a vacationing retired principal from Los Angeles. But she had been jarred to see a child working on a road crew.

   I felt like I was on the right side of the fight by being there. I met a Burmese travel agent. This person, who asked not to be identified, was full of tips about which regime-linked hotels to avoid, which of the two local airlines to fly. Without asking, I received instruction on ways to steer my dollars away from the junta. "We absolutely don't support the government," the agent said. It struck me as a clever kind of resistance in a country where resistance has seemed futile.

   When I headed upcountry, I found more reasons to like Burma. Don't get me wrong. In no way did I find Burma a model of emerging democracy. It was clear that the Burmese live in fear. No one is allowed to keep a passport. Even the monasteries are under government control. A guide told me of the security stooges in her building who count shoes outside the doors to detect unauthorized visitors. 
   Nonetheless, my overall impression was that Burma was -- very, very slowly -- getting better, and that tourism was pushing it in the right direction. At least, that's what I thought before May 30.

   The attack on Suu Kyi's travelling party makes me look back at my visit as a sort of Potemkin postcard. Behind the pretty scenery, democracy wasn't just stalled. It was being destroyed. It's not that those signs of progress weren't real - it's that they were meaningless under a regime that could so blithely lift its hand to brush them aside. And I didn't see it.

   There aren't many countries I would avoid on a purely political basis. But to go now to Burma, before Suu Kyi is freed and back at her mission, would be an act of blithe disregard in its own right. Suu Kyi has implied that she will drop her call for a tourism boycott as soon as the time is right. Clearly - tragically - the clock has stopped. She says don't come. This time, I'm listening.   (
LAOS

OFFICIALS AND ENTREPRENEURS AIR VIEWS ON TOURISM DEVELOPMENT

[Vientiane Times: 14.6.03] - ON June 11, representatives of tourist service authorities and companies got together to express their viewpoints on the ways to develop the tourist industry in Laos. 

   Tourism has become a major income producer for Laos, but some participants expressed the opinion that there needs to be more investment and improvement from both state and private sectors. One participant told the meeting that the government needed to advertise the country more, using all means because very few foreign tourists knew about Laos. On the other hand, Laos needed to look at the matters within its own territory, including the visa issue, development of tourist sites, accommodations and other facilities. He further said the fee for visa on arrival should be reduced because it was the door to welcome visitors. Another participant asked the Government to grant a longer period of stay for tourists instead of the existing period of 15 days.
     The improvement of tourist sites is also considered important, and the authorities have to know the way to develop them to ensure that they attract more tourists. The government also needs to improve information facilities for tourists. These should include rules or regulations about what the tourists can do and cannot during their stay in Laos. 
   One hotelier called for strong co-operation among the service sectors. He said Laos had to build up unity between the six groups of hotel, guesthouse, restaurant, land transport, airlines and handicrafts because these were the main tourist sectors. "If those groups join hands we will be able to fight every situation," he said, adding that currently, those service sectors still lack good co-ordination.
   Participants in the meeting agreed that the Lao National Tourism Authority (LNTA) had to do more to attract new tourists. Some Lao embassies overseas had no proper information about Laos and Lao tourism. 

   Tour companies proposed to set up a group of tour companies prior the ASEAN Travel Forum to be held next year in Vientiane. Currently, there are more than 40 tour companies in the country. They said when the group was formed, it would be easier for them to co-ordinate with each other.
   Tourism has earned more than US$ 100 million per year since the ‘Visit Laos Year’ campaign, said LNTA Acting President Vang Rattanavong. In the first three month of this year, more than 180,000 visitors came to visit Laos.
   Vang, who was just appointed to the presidential post at LNTA, said from now on he wanted to integrate tourist service providers, improve tourist services, and organize more activities. He promised to bring all ideas presented in the meeting to the government.   (

OUDOMSAY TO BOOST TOURIST FACILITIES

[Vientiane Times: 16.5.03] - THE Governor of Oudomsay province, Bounpone Bouttanavong, recently talked to the Vientiane Times about his plan to develop his province's facilities to ensure a higher flow of tourists to the province. He said in the coming years, the province would focus on a strategic plan and accelerate the development of tourism by focusing on Oudomsay's natural beauty and symbolic cultures of minority people.
   Bounpone explained that Oudomsay was the centre of the northern provinces, had a pure climate and was full of natural resources, cultural attractions and archaeological sites. According to the Governor, the number of visitors arriving in Oudomsay has increased year by year. For example in 1999 there were 29,110 visitors, in 2000 the number rose to 30,560, and last year the figure rose to 37,800 people.
   So far, the province has seven hotels - two of which are being constructed -, four resorts, 40 guesthouses and 40 restaurants. These facilities cost a total of around US$6.39 million. Of this total, China has invested US$2.6 million and France US$1.8 million. Most of these facilities are located along the Mekong River at Pakbeng and Nga districts.

   Bounpone said that the service run by those investors was useful and provided good output to the province as it helped reduce poverty and created jobs for the local people. Oudomsay is one of the eight poorest provinces in Laos. The number of poor families equals 64 per cent of the total families in the province. Almost the whole province is covered with mountains and the main occupation of the population is shifting cultivation.   ( 
U.N. URGES LAOS TO ACT ON AIDS

[The Nation: 20.5.03] – PREJUDICE, a lack of open discussion and limited financial commitment are hindering efforts to prevent the rapidly growing risk of an AIDS epidemic in Laos, a United Nations representative recently said.

   Dr Nafis Sadic, UN Secretary General Kofi Annan’s top adviser on the killer disease, urged the government and aid organizations in the impoverished country to work to remove the bigotry associated with HIV and AIDS. This, she said, caused discrimination against those most vulnerable to contracting HIV, such as “sex workers, homosexuals, migrants, lowly paid and unempowered women, and adolescents.”

   In a statement, Sadic explained, “Ignorance borne of a lack of openness is leaving these people exposed to an increased risk of infection.”

   Although UN experts say the HIV infection rate in Laos is rising, it has one of the lowest rates of infection in the region, with just over 1,000 people known to be HIV-positive. However, Sadic said the low prevalence of the disease was due to good fortune and warned that the rapid growth in internal and cross-border travel made Laos increasingly vulnerable to an AIDS epidemic.

   “You have been very lucky in Laos so far. Laos was isolated from the outside world for a long period, so there are low levels of HIV and AIDS. But this will not continue, unless there is more high-level commitment to fighting the disease,” she said.

   “The war against HIV and AIDS needs to be part of all development activities. It is time that this country started to integrate this critical issue into its plans for development and poverty eradication. The international community will continue to assist, but a stronger national commitment is needed,” both politically and financially, she concluded.   (
THAILAND

LAND GRABS RAMPANT ON RESORT ISLANDS

[Bangkok Post: 9.5.03; 27.5.03; 21.6.03; The Nation: 9.5.03; 21.5.03] – CHIEF of the Phuket provincial town and country planning department, Ratchathin Sayamanon, recently presented an ambitious 100-billion-baht project to build two artificial islands in Phuket bay. The money would be spent on dredging part of the bay and landfilling to create two islands that would be developed as yacht marinas and other tourist attractions, Ratchathin said. He added that the project had the support of Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra, and if endorsed, the work could begin in a year and would prove attractive to investors.

   Responding to this news item, one perplexed Bangkok Post reader wrote, “How can you suggest spending hundreds of billions of baht to build an artificial island when you can use the money to really clean up islands that already exist. This is the most idiotic and shortsighted thing I have ever heard of in my life.” 

   Such criticism appears to make common sense because for too long, people with money, power and influence have encroached upon Thailand’s islands in the hope of turning them into inexhaustible money-making machines - with no regard for the environment and local culture. Among the land grabbers have been politicians, government officials and businessmen. The outcome is the destruction of the islands’ beaches, forests, natural resources and the overall environment (see also ‘Influence…’).

    For instance, a recent investigation of land scams on the resort island Phuket found that more than 100 of 538 land title deeds issued under the agricultural reform programme were held by wealthy landlords. Many plots have been transformed into luxury resorts. 

    Now, even representatives of Phuket’s tourism and real estate sectors are calling for a swift conclusion of the investigation into the scandal, saying the uncertainty had hit foreign investment on the resort island. As an example, Chan-ake Ochasiri, an adviser to the national Tourism Operators Association, cited one leading international firm that recently decided to postpone its plans to build a hotel on the island because of doubts over the legal status of the desired plot.

    Industry insiders say the tourism business on Phuket has lost millions of dollars since the scam was exposed, shortly after a local land official was shot dead on 25 April. “Foreign investors now believe Phuket is full of corrupt officials and cheating businessmen,'' said Chan-ake. Therefore, he urged the responsible authorities to identify those suspected of encroaching on public land and protected forests, “so people who legally obtained their land can get on with their businesses.''

  Another island, where influential land grabbers have been very active is Koh Chang in Trat province. In May, forestry officials went to the booming resort island only to find that an area of almost 1,700 rai (1 rai =1,600sqm) of forest and seashore had been illegally occupied, upsetting PM Thaksin’s plan to turn the island into an upmarket “ecotourism” destination.

   Forestry staff found a number of sites, including Koh Chang marine national park and a mangrove forest, where developers had trespassed on public land. Natural resources and environment permanent secretary Plodprasop Suraswadi said many trees had been cut down there.

   A panel should investigate the sites where forest land had been taken over, said Plodprasop. They included Ban Wai Chaek, a seaside area in the southwest of the island, where 400 rai had been encroached on. Scores of armed forestry staff, inspecting the areas had to cut their way through barbed wire before they could enter the land.

   Ban Wai Chaek is near an area where the government plans to build a nine- kilometre bicycle lane for tourism purposes. This had evidently drawn the attention of a developer, who owns land near the sea. He had extended his land to take the boundary closer to the bike lane, Plodprasop said.

   Plodprasop, also chairman of a committee working on a plan to develop Koh Chang, said he was waiting for a law controlling development. He expected the bill to be passed by parliament this year.

   Encroachers on national park land, among them more than 149 resort owners on Koh Chang, could face eviction, according to Lt-Gen Surin Phikulthong who heads the investigation team of Natural Resources and Environment Ministry. “For business and resort owners, moving out is the only option. We will also demolish their property if it’s likely to cause further damage to the park area,” Surin said.   (
Commentary

TAKE THE INFLUENCE OUT OF TOURISM !

Edited from an article by Bangkok Post’s Executive Editor Kowit Sanandang [Bangkok Post: 3.6.03]

W

hen Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra opened his “war on influential figures”, all eyes turned immediately to the police and their suspected involvement in illegal activities ranging from the taking of tea money from motorcycle taxis, entertainment places and gambling dens to the harassment of motorists. But how fair is this to the rank and file?

   Junior officers are always dumped with the dirty work of collecting illegal payments at the - verbal, never put down on paper - order of their superiors. They are given certain targets to meet, otherwise their career prospects with the force could be in jeopardy. Invariably, whenever asked or ordered to take action, the big shots in law enforcement say they know who the influential figures are. But strangely, they seem to see no wrong in never having done anything towards bringing these people to justice.

   We should thus try to take advantage of Mr Thaksin's declaration of war on dark influence. We could begin with the very prosperous tourism industry, a sector of the economy, which has attracted many major influential figures.  

   There are gangs that prey on tourists, especially surrounding jewellery shops and beach activities, but the bigger issue needing the prompt attention of Mr Thaksin is the encroachment on beaches and other public land such as in mountainous areas, in national parks and on the country's many islands.

   Encroachment on the beach at Hua Hin is a classic example. According to Prachuap Khiri Khan provincial officers, over 50 restaurants, shops and bungalows have taken over a 500m stretch off the beach. These officers say they have been trying since 1996 to force the removal of the structures. The Harbour Department notified the dwelling owners on 1 April to clear the public land by 1 June, or face legal action. It is still uncertain how many have complied. But we do know that without some sort of influence, they would have been gone long ago.

   Many people had expected great things when this government announced it would make Koh Chang, in Trat province, an upscale tourist destination. But apart from [Bangkok’s] Old Rattanakosin City, the development of all of our tourism destinations has been undertaken without proper planning or controls, with the inevitable questionable outcome. Encroachment on public land is allowed everywhere, right before the eyes of those who should be enforcing the law. With the right combination of money and connections, anything is possible.

   Is it too late to deal with this problem and turn around tourism development? Of course not. And a good start would be if the government got serious about ridding our beaches, mountains, national parks and public land, including our pavements and roads, of encroachment.   (
CHIANG DAO CABLE CAR PROJECT OPPOSED

[Bang Post: 8.5.03] - THE prime minister's idea of a cable car to the top of Doi Luang Chiang Dao mountain in Chiang Mai faces opposition from environmentally-conscious people. Doi Luang Chiang Dao, the highest mountain in Chiang Mai, is 2,270 metres above the mean sea level. It is part of the Doi Luang Chiang Dao wildlife sanctuary, which is a host to many unique plants and rare animals.

   Nikhom Puttha, director of the Ping River Basin Project, said a cable car system would result in the influx of tourists to the mountain that had a fragile ecological system. He viewed the project as unnecessary as the mountain is already accessible to tourists without a cable car. “The prime minister says most people find it difficult to reach its peak but I don't think we can't do without cable cars there,” he said. “It is not a heaven but a limestone mountain with a delicate ecological system. Today visitors already heavily outnumber staff of the Doi Luang Chiang Dao wildlife sanctuary.” Nikhom stressed that the wildlife sanctuary was aimed at protecting natural resources and the environment, not at functioning as a tourist attraction like a national park. 

   Sirichai Niramitrekhakarn, a coordinator from the For Chiang Mai Group, said Chiang Mai already earned as much as US$1 million annually from tourism, and there was no need for the northern province to compete with the southern island of Phuket in terms of tourism income as the prime minister had suggested.

   Chiang Mai MP Surapol Kiartchaiyakorn, as chairman of the House tourism committee, said the cable car service would strengthen Chiang Mai's tourism potential but authorities concerned should also listen to locals' opinions.

   Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra has recommended a cable car system for the mountain as one of many projects to boost tourism industry's earnings in Chiang Mai.  

Consultation on Tourism, Traditions and Terrorism

Amidst anxieties triggered by recent terrorist attacks, the war in Iraq and the outbreak of the SARS epidemic, representatives of civil society, academe and religious bodies from Australia, Bangladesh, Burma, France, Germany, Hong Kong (China), India, Indonesia, Korea, Malaysia and Thailand met in Bangkok from 28 April to 1 May to discuss the issues of tourism, traditions and terrorism. The consultation was co-organized by the Hong Kong-based Ecumenical Coalition on Tourism  (ECOT; formerly Ecumenical Coalition on Third World Tourism-ECTWT) and the Christian Conference of Asia (CCA).

    In a written statement, the participants concluded, “We believe that tourism as a vehicle, and the tourist as a pilgrim of peace and justice cannot be realized as long as commodification and conspicuous consumption, unsustainable uses of natural resources like land, water, energy, forests and oceans as well as unfair labour and trade practices are the norm in tourism. Resistance to such aggression requires peoples’ movements and faith communities that draw their inspiration from vibrant histories, spirituality, cultures and traditions that still remain alive across large regions of the world to fight barriers to the free movement of peoples.

    “We the participants of this consultation strongly urge all people of goodwill to strive to turn this moment of crisis and angst into one of hope and faith in humanity and its history. We pledge to fight the dark forces of globalization, terror, violence and corporate tyranny and uphold and restore the values of dialogue, participation, democratization and self-determination.”

For more information contact: Ecumenical Coalition on Tourism (ECOT), Executiv Secretary Tan Chi Kiong, CCA, Centre 96, 2nd district, Pak Tin Village, Mei Tin Road, Shatin, NT, Hongkong, SAR, China.  Email: contours@pacific.net.hk

