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THE REGION

TOUGH TIMES FOR TOURISM CONTINUE
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   [The Nation: 6.8.03; 10.8.03; 13.8.03; ASEAN-Secretariat: 9.8.03; Pacific-Asia Travel Association (PATA): 6.8.03; Travel Trade Gazette (TTG)-Asia 15.-21.8.03] - ON 5 August, just when tourism officials and industry representatives were plotting post-SARS strategies and optimistic statements were spread all over that tourism in Asia was “bouncing back”, a car bomb blast at the luxury JW Marriott Hotel in Jakarta killed 12 people and injured some 150. 

   This new act of violence happened only a few days before the tourism ministers of the 10 ASEAN nations and China, Japan and Korea (ASEAN+3) convened a special meeting in Beijing, China, on 9 August to discuss the impacts of the SARS epidemic and the war in Iraq. As these events devastated airlines, hotels and other travel and tourism-related businesses, the conference was looking for ways “to revitalize our tourism industry, expand the flow and exchange of our peoples, and promote economic development and social prosperity of our region.” 

   In their final statement, the ministers acknowledged that the “tourism industry is a sensitive industry, easily disturbed by political turmoil, terrorist activities, economic crises, natural disasters, public health and other contingencies.”  Therefore they agreed among other things “to enhance and improve safety measures in every phase of travel and tourism to ensure the safety of tourists”.  

   Following the Jakarta bombing, the United States, Britain and Australia promptly issued new travel warnings to Indonesia, and the usual comment reacting to each attack were repeated like a mantra, “It’s bad for tourism in this region”. And again, Asian tourism officials appealed to governments of tourist-sending countries not to hurt the region’s recovery from SARS by indiscriminately discouraging travel.

   In Thailand, industry representatives said the impact of the Jakarta incident would further cripple tourism. “We’ve poured a huge amount of money into promoting Thailand, but this bomb blew away all our efforts,” said Prakit Chinamourphong, the secretary-general of the Thai Hotels Association. “We were hoping that we were recovering after SARS disappeared but [now] we don’t know what’s going to happen next.” (see also Thailand section: Life after SARS, and Vietnam section on SARS impacts).

   The vice president of the Association of Thai Travel Agents, Anake Srichevachart, agreed that the Marriott hotel bombing would likely hit the Thai tourist industry anew. “Tourists from China, Japan, Taiwan and Australia, whom we expected to come at the end of [August], will never come here after the blast,” he said.

   As in hotels worldwide, a heightened state of security has been building up in Asia since the September 11 (2001) attacks in the United States. Even before the Jakarta bombing, many hotels in cities such as Jakarta and Manila began to take on the appearance of armed camps, with metal detectors, bomb-sniffing dogs and physical searches of guests’ luggage as part of the routine.

   For guests, the inconveniences are increasingly invasive. “Hotels are supposed to be warm and friendly places, but I’m sorry to say that now guests are often forced to queue to get inside,” said George Benney, general manager of the Mandarin Hotel in Jakarta.

   Pacific Asia Travel Association (PATA) Vice President, Mr. Peter Semone, praised hotel chains such as Marriott for having implemented heightened security measures already before the Jakarta attack. "The public should note that the Marriott group had implemented advanced security measures and that the bomb was ignited outside the property in a public area beyond the Marriott's immediate control," Semone was quoted as saying in PATA’s statement condemning the bombing.

   A TTG Asia editorial entitled ‘Learning to live with crises’ suggests the tourism industry must adjust to the new situation. “The terrorist bombing of the JW Marriott hotel in Jakarta last Tuesday was a resounding reminder that, like it or not, we now have to live with these incidents,” it said, adding, “The day before, what did not get as big a mention was a bomb exploding at the morning market in Vientiane. That incident in Laos killed four people and injured six more.”

   The editorial further states: “To prevent further erosion of the industry caused by these incidents and to rebuild travel confidence, it is imperative for the governments in Asia to step up security in earnest and to co-operate with each other to tackle the issue. Lip service will not do and if inconvenient measures have to be put in place, so be it. If new budgets have to be found to beef up security, find the money and spend it. Otherwise, travellers - even those wanting and willing to travel or those who have to travel - will not take the risk to visit an unsafe destination.” (
Resources 

INVISIBLE BORDERS: REPORTAGE FROM OUR MEKONG

L

ast year, the Bangkok-based International Press Service (IPS) Asia-Pacific started a fellowship programme, entitled ‘Our Mekong: A Vision amid Globalization’, which provides a venue for journalists in the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) to develop and pursue reporting on cross-border issues. The first round of the programme opened with a workshop for the selected fellows in Chiang Rai, northern Thailand, in April 2002, after which the fellows went on to do their research and coverage, travelling to urban centers or remote villages, crossing borders to look at issues affecting two or more countries in the subregion.

   A selection of the fellows’ works have now been published by IPS as a book ‘Invisible Borders: Reportage from Our Mekong’, which IPS Asia-Pacific Director Johanna Son introduces as “a journey of discovery” by 16 writers and photojournalists as well as IPS staff who participated in the Mekong programme. 

   There are, for example, stories on the social and environmental impacts of the frenzied construction of dams and highways in the region, the problems of migrant workers and indigenous peoples, the spreading scourges of human trafficking and AIDS, as well as the increasing commercialization affecting hitherto remote areas as a result of tourism expansion and other developments.

   An interesting contribution is from Burmese journalist Win Kyaw Oo who explored two border areas along the nearly 1,500-km East-West Corridor that will link Vietnam on the South China Sea to Burma on the Andaman Sea. The first border area is Mae Sot in Thailand and Myawaddy in Burma, and the second is Savannakhet in Laos and Mukdawan in Thailand. The Corridor is envisioned to boost economic cooperation and tourism  in Burma, Thailand, Laos and Vietnam, but already a whole range of serious social problems are becoming visible in the border areas.

   Bui Nguyen Cam Ly from Vietnam wrote a chapter about her trip to three World Heritage Sites in the GMS – Luang Prabang in Laos, Angkor in Cambodia and Hue in Vietnam – to study tourism-induced change in local communities.  “The current trend is that foreign tourists tend to combine their trip so that they can visit all three places, or at least two out of three, at one time,” she explains. “The three places have been through hard times in Indochina’s history, which has made them all the more appealing to tourists.”

   Cambodian writer Khan Sophirom produced an excellent report on a very sensitive cross-border issue – the social effects of casinos on Cambodia’s western border with Thailand. Khan Sophirom said he was particularly struck by the gaping difference in wealth between the luxurious casino resorts frequented by foreign gambling tourists and the poverty and filth that surrounds the strip in which they are located.

   Zhou Hao, a photographer from Guangzhou, China, and a colleague travelled on land and by boat to some of the officially designated ports along the Mekong river and nearby areas in four countries – going south from China, Burma, Laos and Thailand. With his photo essay ‘Cruising Along the Mekong’, Zhou Hao hopes to create more interest among Chinese about this part of their country, and their neighbours in Southeast Asia. “We hope to enhance public awareness on issues around the Mekong and the river’s importance for a better future for all people in the countries involved,” he said after the trip.       

   For more information on the IPS book and its Mekong progamme, visit the ‘Our Mekong’ web page on the IPS site – http://www.ipsnews.net/mekong/index.shtml, or contact the IPS Regional Office for Asia-Pacific, Email: ipsasia@loxinfo.co.th .   (
BURMA

NEW EFFORTS TO BOOST TOURISM

[Myanmar Times: 21.-27.7.03] - TRAVEL and hotel industry representatives must try hard to attract more international visitors during the coming peak season, said the Minister for Hotels and Tourism, Brigadier General Thein Zaw. He was speaking at a seminar attended by six other ministers involved with the travel industry, a deputy minister, senior officials and hotel and tourism industry representatives at the Strand Hotel on 11July.

   The minister said one promotion planned by the ministry would enable tourists with an interest in archaeology to visit the site at Pagan.  Festivals by some of the country’s ethnic groups would also be promoted during the coming high season. 

   The Minister of Forestry, U Aung Phone, told the meeting that the government had upgraded 15 ‘ecotourism’ destinations, including the Myainghaywun Elephant Camp, about 70-kilometres north-west of Rangoon, and the Natmataung (Mt Victoria) National Park in Chin State.

   The Minister for Home Affairs, Colonel Tin Hlaing, said Burma would continue to promote itself internationally as a ‘safe destination”, in view of increasing terroris threats in many parts of the world.

   The Minister for Immigration and Population, Major General Sein Htwar, said 300,872 international travellers had visited Burma during calendar year 2002, generating revenue from issuing visas of just over US$1.9 million. He said 132,708 international travellers had visited Burma in the six months to June 30 this year, providing slightly more than US$900,000 in visa revenue.   (
TOWERING OVER PAGAN

[Myanmar Times: 21.-27.7.03; The Observer (UK): 3.8.03; The Irrawaddy: May 2003] – OVER the centuries, Pagan has weathered rainstorms, earthquakes, Mongol invaders and years of neglect, yet the magical spirit of the place has remained intact. “Today, the biggest threat to Pagan is not from the elements or marauding outsider’s - but from Burma’s military rulers”, said a recent editorial of The Irrawaddy. 

   In April, the generals ordered the construction of a 60-metre observation tower on a six-acre site at the Pagan Heritage Site. Tourist industry sources said a foundation-laying ceremony for the Nanmyint (High Palace) tower was to be held on July 27.

   The tower complex, which is expected to cost up to US$3 million, will include meeting rooms, an office, souvenir shops and a restaurant, as well as an observation deck. It is being built by the Htoo construction group, owned by U Teza who – according to the British daily The Observer – is barred from visiting European Union countries as part of EU sanctions against the Burmese military junta. The tower, which is said to have appeared to Than Shwe, leader of the junta, in a dream, will overshadow the tallest of the ancient pagodas there. The residents of Pagan were not consulted about the complex, sources say.   ( 

Campaigns

ICFTU CONDEMNS TERROR RULES AND CHILDREN’S PLIGHT IN BURMA 

[ICFTU: 2003] - THE Brussels-based International Federation of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU) recently released two new publications that both make clear that atrocities committed by the brutal military regime continue as before. 

   Firstly, the June 2003 issue of ICFTU’s newsletter ‘Trade Union World’ on Burma: Terror Rules describes as to how much the civil population is exposed to all forms of exploitation and human rights abuses: “Forced labour, arbitrary arrests, torture and execution are all deployed to quell the slightest protest by the 47 million Burmese, 2 million of whom have already fled to Thailand,” it says. “With half of the State budget earmarked for the army, this once wealthy nation has been bled white.” It further states, “The ICFTU, which has ceaselessly denounced the very serious human and trade union rights violations in the country, maintains that no connivance with the Burmese regime can be justified. And it is calling for a halt to all foreign investment and the withdrawal of those multinationals present in the country.”

   The second ICFTU publication, released in August on occasion of the 8-8-88 events, documents the suffering of Burmese children and youth under the dictatorship. The report, Growing up under the Burmese Dictatorship, depicts the harsh reality facing Burmese families inside the country, as well as the situation of Burmese refugees and immigrants in neighbouring Thailand. The report warns of “lost generations” of young people, denied their human rights and prevented from completing school or receiving health care while the military junta lines its own pockets. “This report shows just how urgently Burma needs democracy and human rights,” commented ICFTU General Secretary Guy Ryder. “Two generations are now growing up living in fear and desperation, with little hope of a better future. ”   ( 

CALLS FOR THE EXPULSION OF BURMA FROM ASEAN 

[Malaysiakini-Online: 8.8.03; Bangkok Post: 23.7.03; The Nation: 29.7.03; 4.8.03] - ON 8 August, the 15th anniversary of the 1988 democratic uprising and civilian massacre  in Burma (8-8-88), exiled Burmese leaders together with human rights NGOs presented ASEAN  members with a ‘birthday card’ calling for the expulsion of Burma from the association.

   "Expulsion of Burma from ASEAN has been raised as an option for the military regime's refusal to heed ASEAN’s call," said the eleven groups signatory to an open letter to ASEAN, adding, "It is an option that ASEAN can wield now if the call for Aung San Suu Kyi's release and the path to dialogue remain unheeded." 

   Since the bloody events and detention of democracy leader Aung San Suu Kyi on 30 May, the campaign in Asia against military-ruled Burma has become much more vocal, and international pressure in general has been solidified, sustained and augmented. 

   At the recent annual ministers’ meeting in Phnom Penh, ASEAN made an unprecedented move by calling for the immediate release of Suu Kyi. Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad, who was a staunch defender of Burma’s entry into ASEAN, went as far as suggesting Burma could be kicked out of the grouping if the junta continues to defy the international community. 

   Condemnations rolled down like an avalanche, with the US Congress passing legislation boycotting Burmese goods, the EU issuing a travel ban on Burmese leaders, the British Foreign Office urging for a tourism boycott  (see below), and Japan canceling economic aid to Burma. This mounting pressure has also disturbed Asian countries such as China, India and Bangladesh, with which Burma has developed closer relations as a means to counter economic sanctions. Because of all this, something may be afoot in Burma, and it could well bring a new power arrangement in Rangoon, analysts say.   ( 

BRITISH FOREIGN OFFICE MINISTER FAVOURS TOURISM BOYCOTT 

[Foreign and Commonwealth Office UK: 14.7.03; Burma Campaign-UK: 28.7.03] - BRITISH Foreign Office Minister Mike O'Brien has urged British travel agents who arrange holidays in Burma to reconsider their operations in that country. After writing to the Chief Executive of the Association of British Travel Agents (ABTA), Ian Reynolds, Mr. O'Brien said: “In the light of the recent dreadful developments in Burma, I have today written to ABTA to ask tour operators to stop arranging holidays there.” 

   “There are compelling reasons not to holiday in Burma,” he continued to say. “The military regime derives both direct economic benefits and political legitimacy from Burmese tourism.” 

   “O’Brien pointed out that, “The Burmese democracy movement do not encourage tourists to visit Burma in the present circumstances. They argue that continued international pressure is essential to bring the Burmese generals to the negotiating table, and that the tourist industry can play a part in this.” 

   As a result, an upmarket British tour operator decided to no longer promote trips to Burma. "We won't be actively promoting Myanmar (Burma) as such until further notice," said a spokeswoman for Abercrombie and Kent, adding that Burma would be dropped from its next brochure, due out this autumn.

   "This is excellent news," said Anna Roberts, Campaigns Officer at the Burma Campaign UK. "Abercrombie and Kent were one of the last significant tour operators left in Burma. It further isolates Orient Express, Carnival Cruises and Noble Caledonia. We will be stepping up pressure on them to withdraw as well."

   Earlier this year, two other tour agencies - Kuoni and Travelsphere – had  announced they were also ending tours to Burma.   (
TRAVEL FIRMS DOMINATE BURMA ‘DIRTY LIST’ 

[Burma Campaign-UK: 20.8.03] – ON 20 August, the Burma Campaign UK released an updated version of its 'Dirty List' of companies whose operations are directly or indirectly helping to finance the military dictatorship in Burma. The travel industry dominates the list, with Austrian Airlines/Lauda Air operating direct flights from Europe since November 2002, 26 travel companies offering tours to Burma and 12 companies publishing guides that encourage people to visit the country. There is a tourist boycott of Burma as tourism is an important source of income for the regime, and much tourist infrastructure has been built using slave labour and child labour. 

   The list is intended as a resource for investors and campaigners. Campaign action sheets for each of the companies are available on the Burma Campaign UK website: www.burmacampaign.org.uk. For more information email the Burma Campaign UK at: info@burmacampaign.org.uk or mark.farmaner@burmacampaign.org.uk. ( 
NLD CONDEMNS LAUDA FLIGHTS TO BURMA

IN a letter of 14 August 2003 to Joseph Burger, CEO of the Austrian Airlines Group, Tint Swe, Chairman of the Burmese National League for Democracy/Liberated Areas, urged AUA/Lauda Air to cease flying to Rangoon immediately. 

   Referring to the human rights abuses of the Burmese junta and the 30 May ambush near Tabayin in which 70 people were killed and Aung San Suu Kyi was arrested, the letter says, “Not only the NLD, but also the National Coalition Government of the Union of Burma (NCGUB) and the Federation of Trade Unions-Burma (FTUB) have been calling for economic sanctions and boycott on tourism for years.”

   “Fully against all international protests, your company now commences flights from Vienna to Burma,” writes Tint Swe. “The National League for Democracy/Liberated Areas (NLD/LA) considers this deplorable.”   ( 

“ANTI-BOYCOTT” NEWS: RESPECT  FOR TOURISM BUSINESS IN BURMA

[Respect-website; Burma Campaign-Austria:12.8.03] – RESPECT, an Austrian NGO concerned with tourism issues, recently published a report on Burma tourism, entitled  “Golden Burma or Terra Non Grata?”,  which has triggered protests from activists supporting a tourism boycott in Burma. Defying all calls by the Burmese democracy movement to refrain from tourism promotion until the country is freed from dictatorship, Christian Baumgartner and two other authors of the report believe that tourism in military-ruled Burma is in the interest of the people. They suggest that “sustainable tourism” or a “fairer tourism” can be realized under the conditions of state terror. Even if human rights violations and injustices cannot be avoided, a “fairer tourism can be a support for the efforts towards democratization in Burma/Myanmar,” says the report.

   The Burma Campaign Austria (BC-A) that has spearheaded international actions to stop Austrian Airlines (AUA)/Lauda Air flights to Burma pointed out in a statement that the Respect report should not be considered as an independent and unbiased research because Austrian travel and tourism businesses with interests in Burma played a role in this project. For instance, Respect has admitted that the Austrian travel agency Tai Pan financed the researchers’ trip to Burma, and the NGO is cooperating with the AUA.   (
 - We definitely specify that the time is not ripe for promoting tourism. -

National League for Democracy (NLD) Independence Day statement, Rangoon 4 January 2003

CAMBODIA

FORGOTTEN TEMPLES FALL PREY TO LOOTERS

This is an edited version of an article by John Aglionby [The Guardian (UK): 31.7.03] 

THE three freshly dug holes under the two arching palm trees measured a metre by about half a metre, and about half a metre deep. A few fragments of what appeared to be centuries-old clay pots were scattered around the excavation site, seemingly discarded as worthless in the hunt for more valuable treasure. "We find new holes every week," said Ndson Hun, a farmer living in the nearby village of Phoum Snay. "The demand [for artefacts] is as great as ever, so people keep digging." 

   No one knows the extent of the riches at Phoum Snay, an unremarkable Cambodian village about 40 miles north-west of Angkor Wat, the complex of 100 9th to 15th-century Buddhist temples seen as among the world's architectural wonders. But, unlike at Angkor Wat, there are no heritage police here, no UNESCO staff, and no local authorities to guard the site. 

   As the latest holes testify, anyone wishing to pillage the remaining hidden riches will encounter few obstacles. Experts fear the decades-long looting for artefacts across Cambodia is now so rampant there will soon be little left outside the splendours of the UNESCO World Heritage site at Angkor. 

   "Almost all sites of antiquity and temples far from towns are being destroyed," said Michel Trenet, the Undersecretary of State at Cambodia's Culture and Fine Arts Ministry. "Naturally, the priority for us is to protect the Angkor sites and then think about the others. But we don't have enough guards and people are not motivated to protect their heritage. Cambodia is becoming a cultural desert." 

   Phoum Snay is a classic example. On its discovery, almost three years ago, the site was thought to have been a mass grave for victims of the Khmer Rouge, the communists who ruled from 1975-79 and under whose regime some 1.7 million people were executed or died from disease and starvation. 

   Then, when iron-age artefacts, including weapons, jewellery, pots and trinkets, started appearing, the site was reassessed as the burial ground of an ancient army. The researchers moved in, and digging started. Thousands of items were found. Yet little was done to secure the area and antiques traders - people mainly from neighbouring Thailand, say villagers, and seeking to sell Khmer treasures abroad - now have virtual free rein.

   Poverty and greed are considered the two main motivations behind the looting. Chea Vannath, president of the Centre for Social Development, says that the average annual income in Cambodia is about £155 a year - much lower in rural areas. "Protecting our cultural heritage is a luxury," she said. "People are fighting to survive so they don't know better." 

   Government officials and members of the security forces are also involved in the trade, widespread reports suggest. A stone carver based a few miles away, in Phumi Rohal, who was too afraid to give his name, said some provincial government officials last month asked him to build a base for a "half Buddha" that one of their bosses had acquired. "I was suspicious even though they had lots of letters and said it would be kept in a temple," he said. "But I did it because I'm afraid of the authorities. Us little people can do nothing against them." 

   With the country's legal system being so corrupt, the "dark forces", Trenet says, are too powerful, even for him. ( 

THAILAND

LIFE AFTER SARS:
Cleanliness, hygiene call for tourists

[Bangkok Post: 3.7.03] – THAILAND should rebuild hygiene and cleanliness standards to regain the confidence of tourists in the post-SARS era, panelists told a seminar that was held by the Senate committees on banking and finance, tourism, health, labour, and foreign affairs, and the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT).

   Speaking on the topic “SARS-free Thailand: Towards a Global Strategy'', Deputy Prime Minister Somkid Jatusripitak said tourists placed more importance on health and hygiene than terrorism.

   Sorajak Kasemsuwan, assistant to the foreign minister, said Thailand should develop and promote itself as a medical and nursing services hub.

   Health Minister Sudarat Keyuraphan said the ministry was working with various agencies to push Thailand as a regional medical centre. Every year, 400,000-500,000 foreigners sought sex-change, physical therapy, and spa services here. The ministry, she added, was telling the public that services such as toilets should be clean.

      Senate committee on tourism chairman Suradet Yasawasdi said Thailand might need to do more to tell the world that Thailand was free of SARS.   

 ‘Land of Smiles’, and… more smiles please 

[Bangkok Post: 3.7.03; The Nation: 4.7.03] - NOT satisfied with Thailand's image as the ‘Land of Smiles’, the Culture Ministry has launched a campaign to encourage people to smile more often.

   Last year, 10.8 million people visited Thailand, but that figure is expected to drop 11 per cent this year due to the regional outbreak of SARS.

   “Smiling is a good habit, as well as a welcome gesture to foreign tourists,'' spokeswoman Poowanida Kunpalin said. “This does not mean smiling has disappeared from our society. But it would be better if people smiled more. People who smile three times a day should make it six.''   (
TOURISM IN PROTECTED AREAS: ‘NATURE CAN’T TAKE IT ANYMORE’

[Bangkok Post: 3.8.03; 10.8.03] - AT a seminar organized by the Thai Society of Environmental Journalists, senators and environmentalists warned that the government's “asset capitalization'' policy to promote tourism in nature reserves may prove a commercial success but leads to destruction of natural resources.

   Authorities in charge of protected areas have come under pressure from the government to generate income through tourism. It is tantamount to “selling our resources, especially national parks and wildlife sanctuaries, for tourism purposes,'' said Panat Tasneeyanond, Senator from Tak province and Chairman of the Senate Environment Committee. “I'm worried about the impact on the natural environment. Tourism would lead to over-use and deterioration of the forests. There would be construction. They would all become holiday resorts.'' 

   Panat's criticism comes as the government is speeding up implementation of its policy to convert assets into capital, a scheme that allows people to use land, inventions and other rights as collateral for loans. A pilot phase includes registering vendors at several national parks so they could use their vending rights to seek loans from state banks.

   Vanchai Tantiwittayapitak, a director of the environmental group Seub Nakhasathien Foundation, said the pilot project was only a first step toward full exploitation of national parks and wildlife sanctuaries for tourism. He pointed to the recent construction of lodgings at Khao Nang Ram, a pristine spot in Huay Kha Khaeng Wildlife Sanctuary, as an apparent attempt to introduce tourism into the conservation forest, which is a World Heritage site. The money for the project came from the Tourism Authority of Thailand, he said.

   “I'm looking for an assurance that valuable resources will not be destroyed,'' said Nikom Putta, an activist for the Ping Watershed Management Project. He was speaking at the same seminar at Mae Fang National Park in Chiang Mai's Fang district, which is expected to attract more tourists once hot spring facilities are completely installed.

Part of the 524-square-kilometre park now has hillside resorts, outdoor hot spring baths, sauna and massage rooms. Nikom said  forestry officials were destroying Khao Yai National Park with over-construction of roads and buildings, and would also destroy the scenic Chiang Dao mountain in Chiang Mai by building a cable car to the top.

   “Here it is like a temple fair during holidays,'' said Mae Fang National Park chief Chongklai Voraphongston. “The areas are filled with rubbish in the peak tourist season and people struggle to go to toilets.''

   Mass tourism is also taking its toll on Thi Lo Su, one of the country’s most beautiful waterfalls and world-famous “ecotourism” destination in Umphang Wildlife Sanctuary in Tak province. “Nature can’t take it anymore. And we don’t have staff to keep tourists under control,” said wildlife sanctuary chief Santi Wongsakulwiwat. He said the surrounding forests were deteriorating, and the place was covered in litter during high season.

   The number of tourists, most of them on group tours, had jumped from a few thousands a year to 10,000-15,000 a year. Panithi Tangpati of the Tak Provincial Conservation Forum commented an access road built for tourists had worsened the problem. “There are several natural spots spoiled by this infrastructure. Nature-lovers won’t go there. Only people who look for a new place [for partying] will,” he said.   (
‘THE BEACH’ IN A BIG MESS

[The Nation: 18.7.03; Bangkok Post: 18.7.03; 20.7.03] – KRABI’S Maya Beach, which was used as a location for the controversial filming of the Hollywood movie ‘The Beach’ in 1999, returned to the public eye in July when Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra visited and found it in a terrible mess. 

   The production team changed Maya Beach completely. Trees and plants were removed and transplanted while sand dunes were reshaped. But former forestry chief Plodprasop Suraswadi, who was sued for allowing the filming of ‘The Beach’ on the pristine beach in Phi Phi-Ao Nopparat National Park, rushed to say that the film producers should not be blamed for the degradation because they had tried their best to restore the environment after it finished shooting.  

   Plodprasop, who is now the permanent secretary of the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment, said ‘influential figures’ running kayak, skin-diving and rock- climbing tours had caused pollution at Maya Beach. “They stopped national park staff from building toilets and a waste treatment site. They prevented the state from making improvements there,'' claimed Plodprasop. “Phi Phi Leh is dirty because tourists defecate in the forest. Influential figures stopped toilets being built there. They keep saying they will take care of the island. They even burnt a shack built by national park staff.''

   Praphat Panyachartrak, the Minister of Natural Resources and Environment, said before going on a fact-finding tour to Maya Beach: “From a preliminary study, we found that beach erosion there was caused partly by the shoot, when the film crew removed plants.''   ( 

EMERALD TRIANGLE GOLF PROJECT ‘WILL GO AHEAD’

[The Nation: 3.8.03; Bangkok Post: 4.8.03] – FOREIGN ministers from Cambodia, Laos and Thailand have expressed their commitment to continue with a controversial golf-course project in an area bordering the three countries. The ministers agreed to establish a working committee to study the project, said Lao Deputy Prime Minister and Foreign Minister Somsavat Lengsavad.

   The Emerald Triangle development project was initiated by Cambodian Prime Minister Hun Sen in 2000 and aimed at developing the area where the three countries meet. The project has encountered many problems, including the risk of land mines and protests from environmentalists [see also new frontiers 8[1]). The area in Thailand designated for the project is in the Phu Chong Na Yoi National Park, which is a 1A-grade protected watershed area.

   Thailand’s Foreign Minister Surakiart Sathirathai said that a new location might need to be found for the golf resort to avoid the danger of land mines and because of the protected status of the area. His colleague from Laos, Somsavad, said he was in favour of a golf course, adding Laos would be able to put social unrest under control and ensure safety for tourists.

   The three ministers issued the Pakse Declaration on Tourism Co-operation in the Emerald Triangle as a demonstration of political will to develop the area. Somsavat said that the three countries would invite foreign diplomats based in Cambodia, Laos and Thailand for a tour of the Emerald Triangle in December or January in a bid to promote the area.   (
BANGKOK ‘BEAUTIFICATION’ TO IMPRESS APEC DELEGATES QUESTIONED

[The Nation: 1.8.03; 5.8.03; Bangkok Post: 29.7.03; 17.8.03] – BANGKOK has been undergoing a massive facelift by ridding the cityscape of “eyesores” such as homeless people, prostitues, street vendors and stray dogs, as the government attempts to spruce the city’s image for the VIP visitors attending the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) Summit in October. 

   “I am devoting my full attention to the beautification campaign and promise that you will witness a green and clean Bangkok, beyond all expectations,” Bangkok Governor Samak Sundaravej told reporters. With an estimated budget of Bt554 million (US$13.2 million), the campaign is the city’s most ambitious landscaping project to date.

   In order to please APEC participants, about 3,000 of the estimated 120,000 stray dogs across Bangkok will be rounded up near conference venues and sent to a quarantine area. Similarly, the city’s administration is conducting a thorough sweep of homeless people to prevent the sight of them from causing “embarrassment” to passing motorcades of foreign dignitaries. In addition, authorities have been cracking down on more than 1,000 prostitutes hanging around public places. But police say prostitutes return almost as soon as they are fined, and the measure is not working.

   Preparations for the APEC event were also cited as the reason for evicting 70 food stalls outside a Bangkok hospital, provoking angry protests of the vendors. The district chief in charge argued the area was to be turned into a small park to beautify the city ahead of the APEC meetings. Another plan is to provide 10,000 street hawkers with colourful giant umbrellas at a cost of Bt1,200 each – a measure to “beautify” their stalls, officials say.

   Critics of the beautification project reminded the public of the IMF/World Bank meeting held in Bangkok some years ago, when the government tried to forcefully relocate a slum near the conference venue. Following strong resistance from the residents, the authorities erected hoardings so the conference delegates would not be exposed to the “eyesore”.

   One commentator said, “What is the scariest part of the plan is that street dogs and homeless people…will be relocated at the time of the [APEC] summit….Bt554million (for ‘beautification’)? How many homeless people and street dogs could have got a dignified life for this huge sum of money?… Neither dogs nor humans dissolve when you close your eyes. It is not the homeless people who cause embarrassment; it is the people behind humiliating relocation.”   (   

Special Report

THE GLOBAL IMPORTANCE OF A SMALL COMMUNITY

Threatened with eviction, 300 residents in Bangkok’s old city have developed a plan to preserve their way of life, reports Michael Herzfeld, a professor of anthropology at Harvard University who is currently conducting research in Thailand’s capital [The Nation: 28.7.03].

M

any Bangkokians do not even know that there is a village-like cluster of houses sheltering behind the imposing white fortress on Rajadamnoen Avenue, beneath the glistening majesty of the Temple of the Golden Mount. Fewer still are aware that the community of less than 300 people is threatened with eviction and with the destruction of its unique complex of historically important architecture, all to make way for a bland city park.

   Pom Mahakan’s residents have launched an exciting alternative. They are offering their services as guardians of the site, and - braving the imminent threat to their future – have already striking progress toward independently identifying and restoring houses of historical interest and replacing others no longer fit for use. They have also already created the beginnings of a public park far more beautiful than the empty lawns we can see in the twin fortress of Phra Sumen, where old trees were cut down to make way for a park – a strange example of environmental reform, but perhaps no stranger than evicting an entire community in the context of urban social development.

   The residents have done all this with a sense of communal responsibility that compels admiration. Their leaders strongly encourage public debate about procedures and activities. Pom Mahakan residents thus have much to teach us all – globally, not only in Thailand – about democratic process and engagement.

The residents have offered their services as guardians of a place they love, with its sacred trees and its shrines to their ancestors. Is that not reason enough to enable them to live in what, in any ordinarily accepted social sense, is truly their own place?

   While they are highly adaptable to the pressure of modernity, residents possess another treasure of incalculable value: their knowledge of numerous old crafts. These alone would be an extraordinary resource for Thai consumption as well as for the tourism the Bangkok Metropolitan Administration (BMA) says it wants to promote. 

   Pom Mahakan serves the tourist trade and local business as providers of food, while its inhabited buildings richly reflect the lived experience of Bangkok throughout most of the Rattanakosin Era. The residents’ own version of the BMA proposal for a public park would provide a fine setting for their skills and lifestyle, at a cost many times lower than that of the BMA’s far less imaginative plan.

   But it is, paradoxically, this cost-efficiency that apparently bothers the BMA most of all. Officials respond to inquiries by insisting that the budget is already fixed, rather than by welcoming ways of improving its social and cultural impact. The BMA bureaucracy has resisted requests for even informal conversation with the residents, as well as with numerous specialists whose expertise could help guarantee the best possible return on any investment in Pom Mahakan. 

   Who are the beneficiaries of BMA’s official plan? They will certainly not be the residents. They will also not be the tourists whom the BMA claims to want to attract with its staidly conventional design for a public park. Even if independent agencies were to confront the worst-case scenario by rebuilding a few of the houses far from their original context, tourists are unlikely to be impressed by yet another “heritage village”. The BMA has produced no analysis of tourist reactions. It appears not to realize that an empty park hardly qualifies as a major attraction. 

   The BMA has argued itself into a position that can only damage its own functions and effectiveness. This is a position in which the budget has become an end in itself, rather than an instrument of the BMA’s important work.

   So is there a way out? It is a tribute to Thai society that the residents themselves have found it. Their conceptual resources are as strong as their material resources are tiny. They have come up with a flexible land-sharing scheme – a scheme that utterly belies officials’ charges of stubbornness. With hard work and ingenuity, they have found a formula that relieves the BMA of a considerable financial burden for the development of the park. They have offered their services as guardians of a place they love, with its sacred trees and its shrines to their ancestors. Is that not reason enough to enable them to live in what, in any ordinarily accepted social sense, is truly their own place?  (
VIETNAM
VIETNAM’S TOURISM INDUSTRY FACES HUGE LOSSES DUE TO SARS

[World Travel and Tourism Council (WTTC): 2003] – THE World Travel & Tourism Council (WTTC) has recently published a study that attempts to quantify the negative economic impact of SARS on travel and tourism in Vietnam. 

   The Vietnam report is the latest special analysis of the Tourism Satellite Accounting (TSA) research, prepared by Oxford Economic Forecasting (OEF). The first study, produced in 2002, provided an analysis on the impact of 11 September 2001. Then, in March this year, OEF prepared a special analysis to gauge the impact of a prolonged war in Iraq. Finally, analyses were put forward on the impacts of SARS in four Asian countries – China, Hong  Kong, Singapore and Vietnam. 

   According to the report, Vietnam’s travel and tourism industry is expected to lose tremendously in 2003 as a result of the SARS outbreak. The industry’s direct loss includes 61,660 jobs and US$100 million or 14.5 per cent of its Gross Domestic Product (GDP). 

   However, since travel and tourism touches many other sectors of the economy, its real impact is even greater, says the report. All in all, SARS-related losses are estimated to include US$220 million of  GDP and US$30 million capital investment. However, the study identifies employment related to travel and tourism, in its broadest sense, as the most comprehensive gauge of SARS losses. In 2003, employment in the travel and tourism sector was expected to total 1,992,010 jobs under the original 2003 TSA forecast. But under this new SARS analysis the total job forecast is now pegged at 1,901,130. The difference, -120,750 lost jobs, is the negative employment impact in Vietnam associated with SARS.   (
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