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THE REGION

TOURISM ‘VULNERABLE’
[Bangkok Post: 22.9.03; The Nation: 1.10.03; eyefortravel.com: Sept. 2003] – WHEREAS the travel and tourism industry once used to be called a great creator of jobs and income, with strong long-term prospects, it is now being described as “volatile and vulnerable'' marked by clouds of uncertainty in an era when travellers will just “have to get used to'' disruptions. This also became clear when tourism delegates from member countries of the UN Economic and Social Commission of the Asia Pacific (ESCAP) met in September on the island of Lombok, Indonesia, to exchange experiences about the impacts of the SARS crisis, terrorism threats, the fallout of the Iraq conflict and other country-specific problems faced by tourism destinations in the region. 

   The Pacific Asia Travel Association (PATA) also believes that the tourism industry in the region will remain vulnerable in the coming year due to political developments as well as possible leadership changes in several nations. In Southeast Asia, for example, Indonesia and the Philippines will hold presidential elections next year.

   PATA president, Peter de Jong, recently said political activity in at least 10 Asia-Pacific countries could lead to policy revisions on such tourism-related issues as immigration, visas and open-sky agreements. “But these are effects that we have to deal with. We must as an industry be prepared to face these challenges as they emerge,” he said.  

   The recent spate of crises buffeting the travel and tourism industry has given rise to a phenomenon called “crisis management programmes''. New tourism-related security initiatives are mushrooming such as the iJET® Travel Risk Management, which provides “travel intelligence” and “crisis management services”. The operators of iJET services claim they are backed by regional and category specialists from the fields of intelligence, security, travel and health, as well as numerous analysts who continuously monitor more than 7,000 sources for 450 destinations worldwide to help travelers avoid or minimize travel risk and trip disruption.

   iJET releases a list of the world’s 10 “most terrorism-prone countries”. As of September, for example, three Southeast Asian countries - Indonesia, the Philippines and Thailand – were among the top 10. In the case of Thailand, iJet explained that,

   “A major terrorist attack in Thailand is increasingly likely. Numerous tourist destinations and foreign businesses are in relatively remote locations that give terrorists the opportunity for ‘hit and run’ operations. The Thai government has been slow to actively combat terrorism, but finally accepted the reality that terrorists are operating in the country. Thai officials have warned of possible terrorist attacks during the mid-October Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) summit. Authorities only recently banned the parking of large trucks near buildings, hotels and malls, a measure that many nations took months or years ago. The recent arrest of Hambali, a top terrorist operative in Southeast Asia, was a major success for Thai authorities who were working with US assistance. But as in the Philippines, Thai cooperation with the US anti-terror effort is a double-edged sword.”   (
PUBLIC HEALTH CHALLENGES

[The Nation: 19.9.03] - HEALTH officials on the borders fear they have an uphill battle to control HIV/Aids in some of Asia's most bustling trade points, where drug use is common and knowledge about the disease is poor.

   Chinese health officials working on HIV/Aids control at the border with Vietnam were not allowed to travel outside the country during the SARS outbreak. For health advocates, this speaks volumes about the difficulties they face. "It is ironic that health officials cannot cross the border, while the disease can," said Dr Theodore M Hammet, of ABT Associates Inc, which runs a harm-reduction programme at the Vietnam-China border.

   New trade pacts, tourism cooperation programmes and infrastructure development now being considered for the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) could prove to be an economic boon - and a public health challenge. The case in point is China's entry into the World Trade Organization and the ASEAN Free Trade Area (AFTA). Already, health officials in Laos, Thailand and China's Yunnan province have raised concerns about the impact of building a highway from China's Jin Hong to Chiang Rai. They fear that increased mobility would facilitate the wider spread of HIV/Aids.

   There are an estimated 1.6 million to two million cross-border migrants in the Mekong region, according to Gian Geng of the Programme for Appropriate Technology in Health (PATH). About 2,000 Vietnamese work and live in Hekou town in China's Yunnan. Over 1,000 women from China's Xishuangbanna have migrated to Thailand, Burma and elsewhere in Southeast Asia, she said. Some migrants move further inland, such as Chinese construction workers in Laos. Others are living across the borders, such as ethnic groups split by physical borders, Geng said.

   Mostly undocumented and illegal, migrants provide critical economic contributions, estimated at over US$4.4 million to Yunnan in 1997 and US$1.7 million to Thailand in 2000, said Geng. Economic prosperity notwithstanding, the rise in HIV prevalence among groups like injecting drug users and their partners, sex workers, migrants, ethnic minorities, marginalized groups and youth, is causing great concern among health officials.

   Currently, there are intervention programmes at borders between China's Yunnan and Vietnam's Lao Cai, China's Guangxi and Vietnam's Lang Son, Quang Ninh and Lang Son, China's Yunnan and Laos' Phonsaly and Luang Nam Tha, and China's Yunnan and Burma's Kachin state. In these border areas, injecting drug use is common and HIV prevalence high. Infection rates have risen dramatically among sex workers, some of whom also use drugs. Condom use is low among sex workers in some border areas of China. 

   In China, both the epidemics of drug injection and HIV follow heroin transport routes. Heroin moves from Burma through China's Yunnan to Guangxi and Vietnam as well as from Burma to Thailand, Laos and then Vietnam and beyond.  

   Anthropologist Carol Jenkins said drug trafficking points had developed continuously in Vietnam's Lai Chau, Son La and Quang Ninh provinces. In addition, sex entertainment by Vietnamese women on the Chinese side had also expanded out of control, some of them moving back and forth across the border. Drug users, numbering about 185,000 in Vietnam to about 1.2 million in Thailand, had often been excluded from national programmes.

   In Thailand, comprehensive efforts at HIV/Aids prevention, care and support programmes had excluded injecting drug users including women, said Umesh Sharma, of Asian Harm Reduction Network (AHRN). Social programmes do not reach out to border populations. Hill tribes and ethnic groups in border areas are also blamed for drug trafficking or drug use, he says.

   In Burma's Mong La, a wilderness town known for its gems trade and gambling, its strip of bars also attracts Russian dancers in the same way as the town itself attracts many Chinese businessmen who come to get drugs or buy sex. In China's Yunnan province, there are some 2,000 Burmese working in Ruili town. Burmese women sex workers in Ruili serve Burmese gem traders as well as Chinese businessmen. Chinese traders also cross the border to trade in gems in Burma's Muse.

   Being a member of an ethnic minority is one of the factors that drive people from their homes. In China's Xishuanbanna prefecture, Chinese participants in the workshop said, some local tribes treat their female members as if they were not human beings. Many women of the tribes end up travelling to Laos in search of greater rights.

   The building of the Asian Development Bank-supported road from Chiang Rai to China's Kunming via Laos' Luang Namtha is a great cause for concern for Laotian health officials in charge of controlling the spread of HIV/Aids.

   Even though drug users and sex workers were most at risk of HIV infection, Jenkins said men who have sex with other men is a forgotten issue in the region. HIV infection rate is increasing among this group in Burma, where the famed Nat Pwe festival, which honours a series of spirits, draws thousands of male homosexuals annually. The same is true in China, where HIV prevalence among men who have sex with men has surpassed 10 per cent in some places, Jenkins said. (
‘THE DECADE OF ASIAN CASINOS’ 

[Reuters: 4.10.03] - FROM smoky baccarat tables in Macau, border casino resorts in Cambodia and Burma to floating casinos in the South China Sea, gambling is on the rise across Asia. Many Asian governments are showing signs of relaxing conservative rules on gambling, partly to tap new streams of tourism income, tax revenue and fund infrastructure.

   Michael Gore, who runs a Malaysia-based gaming consultancy, Jayport Holdings Ltd, estimates Asia's US$4.1 billion casino industry will grow six per cent a year over the next 20 years as rules change to allow legal casinos to expand. "A lot of casinos are going to open. So what's coming up will be the decade of Asian casinos," he said at a recent two-day gaming conference in Singapore.

   Spurring the growth is a relaxation in travel rules in China, where a sizzling economy is fueling a growing middle class of big spenders in a country that bans gambling. Residents of China's three wealthiest cities - Beijing, Shanghai and Guangzhou - were allowed to visit Hong Kong and the tiny gambling haven of Macau from September as individuals. Previously, they could only visit in organized groups.

   Even those on package tours often choose to visit gambling centers. Last year alone, 1.5 million mainland Chinese went to Genting, the site of Malaysia's sole casino, Gore said. The casino is operated by Kuala Lumpur-listed Resorts World Bhd, part of Genting Bhd.

   Macau is considered a testing ground for the potential of Asia's casino market. Casino mogul Stanley Ho's gaming flagship, Sociedade de Turismo e Diversoes de Macau (STDM), monopolized gambling in the former Portuguese-run enclave for four decades before the government changed the system in 2002. Authorities allowed two new concessionaires in Macau last year: Wynn Resorts, headed by Las Vegas gaming magnate Steve Wynn, and Galaxy Casino, led by Sheldon Adelson, chairman of the company that owns Las Vegas's Venetian casino.

   But the number of punters jostling for seats at the card tables shows there is still massive demand for more casinos. That is just a small taste of what's to come in Asia, said Theodore Loh, managing director at online gaming consultancy Orientgaming.com. "Macau is already building new mega-luxurious Las Vegas type of casinos. Japan is considering legalizing casinos. It's just a matter of time. In the next 10 years, we will see huge growth. There's no doubt about it."   (
BURMA

ASEAN PEOPLE’S ASSEMBLY DISCUSSES BURMA ISSUES

[Bangkok Post: 27.9.03] – IN contrast to some tourism protagonists making efforts to develop a tourist “roadmap into hell” in military-ruled Burma, participants of the ASEAN People’s Assembly, recently held in Manila, the Philippines, called for a “road map out of hell” for the country. 

   After the May 30 attack on Aung San  Suu Kyi and her followers that left scores dead, more than 250 people have been rounded up, bringing the total number of political prisoners to over 1,350 including 41 members of parliament elected in the overturned elections of 1990. Some two million people may be hiding along the border as internally displaced persons, said Dr Sann Aung, a representative of Burma's government-in-exile.

   Heroin and methamphetamine production continues to grow in the lawless environment. The economy is crumbling and the latest international trade sanctions will probably send 400,000 more people out of work. The situation in Burma is a clear and present danger to the stability of Southeast Asia. Burma's problems are your problems too, said Sann Aung.

   Asked by Chalida Tacharoensuk of the Thailand-based Forum Asia about the prospects of another popular uprising, David Taw, an ethnic Karen with the National Council of the Union of Burma, replied that it is difficult to envisage an uprising at this time since the military regime closely monitors and clamps down on movements within the country, and the people are scared. He said people are resorting to quiet, non-violent forms of non-cooperation with the regime and are resigned for the long haul. Only international pressure can ease the situation, and the immediate concern is for the release and safety of Aung San Suu Kyi.

   On the road map for Burma, participants commented the seven-point plan presented by Gen Khin Nyunt is just a stalling tactic to reduce international pressure and represents a direct rejection of the UN resolutions calling for a tripartite dialogue in Burma between the military regime, the opposition National League for Democracy of Aung San Suu Kyi and the ethnic minorities.

   The ASEAN People's Assembly agreed to work with national civil society organizations to maintain pressure on ASEAN governments to hold the line on Burma, especially on the release of Suu Kyi as the immediate concern is for her safety and well-being. Apart from neighbouring ASEAN countries, the role and influence of other regional players such as China and India were also seen as important.   (
AIR MILES DROPS ORIENT EXPRESS BURMA TOURS

[Burma Campaign-UK: 3.9.03] – BEGINNING of September, Air Miles announced it will no longer offer Orient Express's Road to Mandalay tours in return for Air Miles points. The Burma Campaign UK, which has been campaigning against tourism companies operating in military-ruled Burma, had contacted Air Miles asking them to withdraw the promotion - which had featured on their website.

   "This puts even more pressure on Orient Express," said Anna Roberts, Campaigns Officer at the Burma Campaign UK. "They are becoming increasingly isolated within their own industry. Kuoni, which offered Orient's Burma tours to its customers, is pulling out at the end of the year, and now Air Miles is refusing to promote the tours as well."

   Pressure on companies operating tours to Burma has grown considerably since Burma's military dictatorship arrested Aung San Suu Kyi and massacred up to 100 of her supporters on 30 May. So far this year Kuoni, Abercrombie & Kent, Intrepid Travel, Travelsphere, Scott Dunn Travel, and Silks Steps have all announced that they are ending tours to Burma. In July the British government asked travel companies not to operate tours to Burma.

   The Burma Campaign UK praised AIR MILES for their decision. "They have acted responsibly," said Anna Roberts. "As soon as we alerted them to the ethical concerns they took swift action and dropped the promotion. The few remaining travel companies left in Burma could learn a lesson from them."   (
FLYING HIGH

[The Irrawaddy: Aug.-Sept.03; Myanmar Times: 29.9.-5.10.03] - WHEN a relatively unknown investment group came forward on 1 April with plans for another airline for Burma, some dismissed the announcement as an April Fool’s prank. With all the cards already stacked against Burma’s economy and turbulent aviation industry—in the form of tourism boycotts and tightened economic sanctions—who would be brave, or foolish, enough to bank on a brand new airline?

   The answer is Edward Tan, Chief Executive of Hong Kong-based Sunshine Strategic Investments, and a conglomerate of Sino- Burmese investors. The group is keen to give the Burmese people what Tan described as "a better airline with better management." In the midst of the panic over SARS this past April, Tan unveiled plans for a fifth carrier for Burma, United Myanmar Air (UMA). Tan has US$15 million to invest in Burma and claims that in the coming years, UMA will revamp the country’s aviation industry.

   When UMA takes off in October, it will compete head-to-head with Myanmar Airways International (MAI) on routes to Singapore and Bangkok. There are safety concerns but Tan said his airline would always strive for the highest standards in quality, service and safety. It needs to be seen if that will be enough to convince foreign tourists to come on board.

   The new carrier will also have to weather the tourism boycott, which human rights campaigners abroad have pledged to continue until they see democratic progress in Burma. Tourism operators are pulling out of Burma en masse because of the continuing political crisis and pressure from foreign governments. Many say that Burma’s bureaucratic hurdles are too much to bear.

   Meanwhile, the Myanmar Times reported that another new airline – Air Myanmar – has been set up as a joint venture by the national carrier MAI and companies from Burma, France and Singapore and is planning to begin chartered cargo and passenger flights by the end of the year. Air Myanmar will operate on medium and long-haul destinations, said Ma Sandar Aung, a director of the Dawn Light Company, an oil trading business involved in the joint venture.

   Ma Sandar Aung said the other private sector partners in the joint venture are France-based Cathay Aviation Ltd, and a Singapore company, Fast Growth Associates Ltd. “We will operate cargo flights to Beijing, Dhaka, Dubai and New Delhi, but we are yet to decide on the destinations for passenger services,” she said, adding that Air Myanmar hoped to fly to Australia, Europe and throughout East Asia.

   According to Myanmar Times, Lauda Air, a subsidiary of Austrian Airlines, plans to resume weekly flights between Rangoon and Vienna in November, despite an international campaign against the airlines flights to Burma (see new frontiers 9[1] and 9[2]). However, Lauda Air in Italy has yet to confirm whether it will resume its weekly flights to Rangoon from Milan.   (
CAMBODIA

A DISNEYLAND OF DEATH FOR TOURIST CONSUMPTION

[Washington Post: 21.8.03; The Telegraph: 24.8.03; The Age: 3.9.03] - CAMBODIA is drawing up plans to upgrade Anlong Veng, the final stronghold of the Khmer Rouge, into a million-dollar theme park. If the Government has its way, the place will soon be transformed into a prime tourist attraction; a Disneyland of death that is stirring strong passions among Cambodians.

   In a bid to boost revenues, the Government is planning to spend several million dollars turning the area into an official "historical tourism" zone. They are preparing to rebuild the ruined homes, offices and hide-outs of Pol Pot and other former Khmer Rouge leaders, and establish a big museum and theatre complex at Anlong Veng, a few kilometres from the Thai border. A new access road will be bulldozed from the city of Siem Reap and the fabled temples of Angkor, about 120 kilometres to the south.

   Already former Khmer Rouge members - including Pol Pot's cook and housekeeper - are being recruited as tour guides, and smart new signs have been erected at 26 "historical" sites. De-mining teams are finishing sweeping the areas where the Khmer Rouge fought their final battles against the Cambodian army before the movement collapsed in the late 1990s.

   "This will become an international attraction,” said Thong Khon, Cambodia's secretary of state for tourism. “Today, only a handful of people visit this place, but when we finish there will be tens of thousands of visitors."

   But while the museum and a planned memorial will record the genocidal excesses of the Khmer Rouge during their three-year reign in the 1970s, many Cambodians are horrified at what they see as a cynical attempt to cash in on that terrible legacy.

   "This is debasing the memory of all those people who were killed by the Khmer Rouge. It's all about money and this is just going to become another Disneyland with busloads of tourists and stalls selling fried chicken and Coca-Cola," said Youk Chhang, head of the Phnom Penh centre, which is gathering evidence in preparation for planned trials of surviving Khmer Rouge leaders. "Why not pay attention to the 19,000 mass grave sites in this country? Why only pay attention to the murderers? The Khmer Rouge are still among us. No one has yet been charged. This shows no respect for the feelings of the victims."

   Today, Ta Mok, one of the few Khmer Rouge leaders who refused to cut a deal with the government, resides in Phnom Penh's T3 prison. He is awaiting trial for genocide and crimes against humanity - one of a clutch of surviving Khmer Rouge leaders expected to face the international tribunal recently approved by the United Nations.

   "How ironic. Everyone condemned the Khmer Rouge, now we are going to rehabilitate their stronghold," said Son Soubert, a member of Cambodia's constitutional council and former MP. "It's terrible. They will end up turning Pol Pot into a saint."   (
Special Report 

THE SCOURGE OF CHILD SEX TOURISM

The following article is edited from a longer feature story by Malcolm Macalister Hall (The Telegraph 13.9.2003)

A

ny thoughtful traveller knows that mass tourism - the world's biggest industry - is not an unmitigated blessing. A few of the negatives: high-altitude pollution from tens of thousands of aircraft; the concreting of once-beautiful coastlines; the swamping of fragile cultures by tourists and their cash. Then there's the truly hellish side-effect of global tourism I witnessed in Svay Pak. What I saw there will haunt me until I die.

   It's a scruffy shanty town just off the highway north of Phnom Penh in Cambodia, one of the poorest countries in South-East Asia. Around Svay Pak's dirt streets and alleyways, in wooden shacks, families with up to 10 children struggle to survive on 2,000 riels a day. There's nothing to see here; no temples, no Angkor Wat. But, incongruously, a group of about 10 well-fed Westerners was lounging on plastic chairs at a cafe, drinking beer and eating chips and spaghetti. Svay Pak is infamous - by word of mouth and on the Internet - as a destination for tourists looking for sex with young girls - and for sex with children.

   Even before I had sat down at the cafe, I was surrounded by a scrum of boys - touts for the 22 brothels here. "You want girl, mister? You want young girl?… Come, mister. Come. Very nice girl, very young."

   Sex tourism, the dark underbelly of the tourist trade, is rapidly becoming a global issue. And the terrible fact is that younger and younger children are doomed to work in brothels because the "customers" assume that children are less likely to be infected with HIV/Aids. UNICEF reports that 97 countries have identified cases of commercial sexual exploitation of children, and puts the number of children recruited or coerced into the sex trade every year at 1.2 million - and rising.

   Along with Vietnam and Laos, Cambodia is among the latest destinations to be touted. The "glam rock" singer Gary Glitter turned up here - and was deported following allegations of assaults on boys - after his four-month sentence in Britain for downloading child pornography. Ravaged by the Khmer Rouge and devastated in Pol Pot's killing fields, Cambodia is still a traumatized, impoverished society. 

   Many girls are tricked with tempting offers of work in a "cafe" in the big city; others are shipped in by people-traffickers from Vietnam. The girls will then be forced to work in brothels, unpaid, day and night, often for years. Some are fed methamphetamine pills - "speed" - to keep them awake. The reluctant are coerced by rape, and sometimes by electric shocks. Many customers refuse to use condoms. 

   There are about six charities working in Cambodia to rescue child prostitutes, and at their rehabilitation centres you can hear all these brutal stories, and more. Afesip, a French-Cambodian charity, runs three centres in Cambodia, including one in the town of Siem Reap, the base for visitors to the country's greatest tourist attraction, the Khmer temples of Angkor Wat. Even here, obscenely, a booming sex trade has sprung up to service visitors.

   "[The girls] come out of prostitution totally traumatized, with no self- esteem," says Pierre Legros, Afesip's founder. "To reintegrate a girl back into society can take three years."

   With the centre's manager, Sophon Phy, a former teacher, acting as translator, one of the girls tells me her story. Rotha was 16 when her boyfriend persuaded her to leave her country village for Phnom Penh - and then sold her to a brothel.

   "I didn't want to sleep with the customers - so the brothel owner beat me with electric cable and a chain," she says softly. "I had to receive five customers in the daytime, and 25 at night. Some of them were Westerners. And if I didn't receive that number the owner would beat me again, or give me no food. I had to keep working . . . he was so cruel."

   Now 21, she worked in the brothel for five years until picked up in a police raid. Her forehead is still scarred from beatings. She says that in those five years she was never paid. Nothing? "Nothing." Really? Nothing? "Nothing," she replies. "You see, she was a sex-slave," says Sophon Phy. Couldn't she escape? "The brothel owner had a guard, with a gun, who controlled us. I was too afraid," she whispers.

   Laurence Gray, World Vision's child protection co- ordinator for Asia, and his colleagues work tirelessly with Cambodian government ministries, the police, and tourist organizations to try to combat sex tourism, as does Pierre Legros at Afesip. The causes, they say, are many: desperate poverty; unemployment; a culture in which families regard children as a "resource"; and endemic corruption that often allows paedophiles to buy their way out of trouble by bribing police or judges.

   "Cambodia - it's a big anarchy machine," says Legros. "If you have money, or a gun, you can do anything you want. Corruption is everywhere." He says that rather than arrest a sex offender, the police - if they turn up - will more often solicit a bribe.

   How culpable is the global travel industry for what's happening in Cambodia? No one working in the field says that it is directly responsible, but all insist that it does have a responsibility because it facilitates the exploitation of children. 

   Laurence Gray says that the tourist industry's consumerist packaging presents destinations as commodities. "In this way you can 'commodify' children, and I think that's very dangerous," he says. "Global tourism promotes the idea that you can go somewhere and use your spending power to have a great experience and enjoy yourself - and if your pleasure is to go with children, then that can be legitimized in some way because it's part of the experience. It's a power relationship, too, between tourists and sex workers. It's not a meeting of equals. It's a meeting of someone with dollars with someone in great need."

   Campaigners say there is much the industry could - and should - do in countries of departure, such as information inserts in air ticket folders, publicity at airports, and in- flight video spots highlighting the issue of child sex tourism. All these have been tried, but sporadically and even half-heartedly.   ( 
LAOS

TOURISM NEWS

[Lao News Agency KPL: 2003] – LUANG NAM THA: The number of tourists visiting northern Luang Namtha province this year has declined as elsewhere in the region and the world, due to the SARS outbreak and the war in Iraq. Earlier this year, there were only 3,700 tourist arrivals in Luang Namtha province. Most tourists visit ecotourism sites and ancient archaeological attractions in Luang Namtha and Sing districts.

   Currently, the northern provinces are focusing on the development of more ecotourist sites to particularly accommodate Chinese tourists. Luang Namtha province has many ecotourism sites such as Ban Nalan village, Nam Hoy, Nam Mud and the Nam Ha National Biodiversity Conservation Area. 

   LUANG PRABANG: The province recently opened Sangkhong village to tourism to show villagers' skills of hand-made textile and mulberry-made paper production. The opening of the village to tourism is aimed at protecting and promoting the cultural and handicraft tradition and attracting domestic visitors and foreign tourists as a way for income generation for the locals. Sangkhong is the second village that has been opened to tourism in Luang Prabang after Hard Hiene village, which specializes in blacksmithing. Luang Prabang, the former royal capital of the Kingdom of Lane Xang - the Land of Million Elephants - has been declared by UNESCO as a World Heritage town since 1995 and is a major tourist destination in the country as well as in the region for its cultural and natural heritage.

   SEX TOUR PREVENTION: The Lao PDR' s tourism policy is to promote cultural, natural and historical tours, said a Lao National Tourism Authority' s representative. His statement was made at a recent workshop in Vientiane on how to prevent children from sex tour exploitation. 

   The tourism official urged all sectors to pay attention to the issue and to look for ways and means on how to protect young people from becoming victims of sex tourism. He called for safeguarding children's rights, public participation in tourism development and the preservation of Laos’ traditions and culture.   ( 

Analysis

MYTH AND REALITY IN A REMOTE LAND

This article was edited from The Economist, 18.9.03

T

O read what little news emerges from secretive Laos, you would think one of the world's last communist regimes was on the verge of collapse. The biggest investment scheme in Laotian history appears to have fallen through. Mysterious assailants have been launching attacks on highways all over the country. A long-forgotten insurgency is making headlines again. A bomb exploded last month in the centre of the capital, Vientiane. Laotian exiles in America have announced the beginning of a revolution. The contrast with recent years, when relative calm propelled foreign aid and tourism to record highs, is stark—and, it turns out, misleading.

   In fact, Laos has had a long history of security problems. Supporters of the royalist regime that was overthrown in 1975 have maintained a sporadic rebellion. In 2000, a series of bombs exploded in Vientiane, while Laotian émigrés staged an attack on a frontier post from neighbouring Thailand. And it is anyway easy to exaggerate the scale of the problem. The remaining insurgents, most of them descended from ethnic Hmong recruited by America to fight the North Vietnamese, number no more than 3,000. 

   Nor is there much sign of the uprising announced in July by the “Lao Citizen Movement for Democracy”. At the most, foreign diplomats in Vientiane say, small bands of fighters have been taking pot-shots at the odd guard post or army truck. There is little sign of military activity in many of the supposed battle zones, nor any sense of alarm in the big cities. One theory holds that émigré groups have launched a phony rebellion in an effort to disguise their weakness.

   Attacks on the roads are equally inconsequential, if more bloodthirsty. They consist of little more than gunmen strafing passing buses. The bomb in Vientiane, meanwhile, was a home-made device that injured only 10 people, despite exploding in the city's main market.

   Since the government does not tolerate any political opposition or independent media, it is difficult to know what ordinary Laotians think about all this. But it probably would not occur to the subsistence farmers who make up the majority of the population to protest in the first place. The rebels in the mountains aside, the government treats the Hmong no worse than it does the rest of Laos' myriad ethnic groups. Those who chafe at the government's strictures can simply slip across the Mekong River to Thailand.

   In fact, foreigners are more likely to undermine Laos’ stability than locals. The economy's recent growth stems in large part from tourists, whose numbers have swelled from 146,000 in 1994 to 735,000 in 2002, and foreign aid, which peaked at over US$57 per head in 1999, one of the highest figures in the world. This year, tourism has declined sharply, thanks to the war in Iraq and the outbreak of the respiratory disease SARS, as well as Laos’ own security problems. Foreign aid is also plunging, as countries like Iraq and Afghanistan claim more attention, and dissatisfaction with Laos's human-rights record grows. Japan, Laos’ biggest benefactor, this year pledged only a third of what it gave last year. Denmark recently called off its aid programme altogether. With France's state-owned electricity company pulling out of a huge project to build a hydropower plant on one of the tributaries of the Mekong, it looks like the regime's biggest problems lie overseas.   (
THAILAND

TOURISM SECTOR GETS A BOOST FROM APEC, SAYS TAT

[The Nation: 17.9.03; 20.9.03; 25.10.03; Travel Trade Gazette - Asia: 3.-9.10.03] – TOURIST activities during the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) Conference are estimated to have pumped millions of dollars into the economy, the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) said after the event was over. 

   In order to clear the way for APEC summit delegates, thousands of stray dogs as well as some 10,000 people – homeless children and adults, beggars, street prostitutes and garland sellers - were removed from Bangkok streets and local residents were given special APEC holidays to travel upcountry. Unprecedented efforts were made to beautify the city and to beef up security in order to impress special APEC guests, including American President George W. Bush. Hotels selected to host world leaders checked cars for explosives, scanned all visitors by hand-held metal detectors, and installed walk-through metal-detectors. Authorities provided special bulletproof armour-plated limousines to whisk leaders around the city.

   TAT governor Juthamas Siriwan said APEC would boost foreign tourism in three important ways: first, the extravagant Royal Barge Procession on the Chao Phraya River – especially organized to entertain APEC summit delegates - was likely to promote local culture; second, the tight security for APEC proved Thailand was a “safe” destination for tourists; and finally, the country had demonstrated it could host world-class events. 

   But other analysts, including industry insiders, were skeptical saying the APEC Summit had increased rather than decreased security concerns among travellers. Kurt Wachtveitl, the general manager of the Oriental Hotel in Bangkok had earlier warned “APEC may not be such a good event for Thailand’s hotel industry,” as many high-end travellers had decided to steer clear of Bangkok    (
TWO GOLF COURSE ENCROACHMENTS EXPOSED

[Bangkok Post: 2.9.03; 18.9.03] – BEGINNING of September, the Minister of Natural Resources and Environment vowed to take legal action against the operator of Soi Dao Highland golf course for encroaching on Khao Soi Dao wildlife sanctuary, even though the owner had agreed to return the land in question. Minister Praphat Panyachartrak was referring to the golf resort in Chanthaburi province, owned by the Sophonpanich family that also owns the Bangkok Bank.

   “A wrong has been committed. It does not matter whether the owner returns the land to the state or whether they pay land taxes. The fact is that the tracts are located in Khao Soi Dao wildlife sanctuary and forest reserve,'' the minister said. He added the alleged encroachment covered 389 rai (1 rai=1,600 sqm) in the wildlife sanctuary and 93 rai in the forest reserve.

   Khao Soi Dao forest is the source of streams and Chanthaburi's Bang Pakong river. One of the potential problems for the forest was the diversion of water in streams for golf courses, resorts and cash crop plantations.

   Shortly after the case in Chanthaburi was made public, another golf course encroachment was exposed. The owners of the Royal Chiang Mai Golf Club – most of them the directors of the Thai-language Naew Na daily newspaper - surrendered to police on charges of national forest encroachment and were then released on bail. A warrant had been issued for their arrest as their golf course had been found trespassing on the San Sai forest reserve in Chiang Mai’s San Sai district.

   Warin Pulsiriwong, publisher of Naew Na and chairman of the club, said the allegation had been repeated for four or five years although he had repeatedly explained that his company had a permit to use the deteriorating part of the forest for 15 years. The charges focus on the alleged closure of public waterways and trails in the forest reserve. The golf course was developed in 1992 during the unprecedented golf course and resort boom in Thailand.   (
POSH AMARI HOTEL BUILT ON PARK LAND

[Bangkok Post: 30.9.03; 1.10.03] - THE construction of the five-star hotel Amari Trang Beach Resort violated an international convention, which listed Trang province’s Chao Mai national park as a wetland of international importance, according to the Department of National Park, Wildlife and Plant Conservation.

   Somchai Pienstaporn, the department's director-general, confirmed the hotel was in Chao Mai National Park, and not on private property as the provincial governor of Trang had insisted. He cited a document that showed the hotel and the official who issued the construction permit had violated a cabinet resolution of 1 August 2000. The resolution required development projects in areas designated as Ramsar sites to request permission from the National Ramsar Committee.

   Thailand signed the Ramsar Convention in September 2000, and Chao Mai National Park is listed as one of the country's 61 wetlands of international importance. The convention promotes the conservation of a wetland's biodiversity and ecology.

   When the National Counter Corruption Commission (NCCC) was asked to look into the way the title deed was issued, Trang governor Sa-nguan Chan-aksorn said he had given permission for the hotel construction because the hotel presented legal title deeds which were issued before the area was declared a national park in 1981.

   The construction started in June last year. According to the hotel's general manager, more than half the 144 rooms were finished and the hotel would complete the rest by the end of this year.

   Unfortunately, Utis Kutra-in, an expert on forestry conservation and member of the national Ramsar Site Committee, said no penalties could be imposed under the Convention. “Thailand only loses its face when it fails to conserve such valuable natural treasures,'' he said.   (
VIETNAM

MORE FUNDS FOR TOURISM PROMOTION 

[Voice of Vietnam: 2.9.03; 8.9.03] - THE Vietnam National Administration of Tourism (VAT) has proposed that the government inject an extra US$700,000 from its coffers into the national action plan for tourism promotion. The amount will be used to boost the marketing and advertisement of Vietnam tourism worldwide, which had been seriously affected by the SARS crisis and the Iraq war (see new frontiers 9[4]). According to VAT, US$300,000 will be allocated for advertising on the CNN television channel of the United States over two months, two billion Vietnamese Dong (VND) on NHK of Japan, and one billion VND for marketing on the Canal channel and in the French press. VAT is seeking foreign consultancy on its television advertisement.

   In addition, the VAT is stepping up its bilateral and multilateral cooperation with international organizations in the region. Aside from implementing commitments and agreed profit sharing deals with the World Tourism Organization and the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC), the tourism sector has turned its focus on such markets as the Southern Asia, Pacific, Western Europe, alongside Southeast Asian countries and China. 

   Vietnam's tourism sector also plans to work with communities that have major tourism potential to develop tourism centres with the aim of cashing in more. These include the Ha Long-Cat Ba centre in the north, the Lang Co-Non Nuoc- Bach Ma-Canh Duong and the Van Phong-Dai Lanh centres in the central and the Dankia-Suoi Vang centre in the Central Highlands.

   Money from the State budget as well as from foreign sources and people's idle capital will be sourced to upgrade scenic places, particularly those, that symbolize each region. To bolster “sustainable tourism”, the VAT has also worked out a project for 17 major and famous tourist sites throughout the country such as Sa Pa township (Lao Cai province), Ba Be lake (Bac Kan province), Co Loa citadel (Ha Noi), Huong pagoda, Ba Vi, Hai stream (Ha Tay province), Tam Coc and Bich Dong (Ninh Binh province), Hoi An township and the My Son heritage site (Quang Nam province), and the Ho Chi Minh trail (Quang Tri province).   

   By August of this year, the tourism sector had served more than 1.42 million foreign visitors and 9 million local tourists. The sector in its 2001-2010 tourism development strategy strives to account for over 11 per cent of the country's GDP growth. It aims to cater 3-3.5 million foreign tourists and 15-16 million locals by 2005, and 6 million foreigners and 25-26 million locals by 2010.   (
MEKONG FESTIVAL HOPES TO LURE TOURISTS 

[Vietnam News Agency: 23.9.03; Voice of Vietnam: 2.10.03] - The Mekong Festival 2003 was held in Can Tho City, the centre of the Mekong Delta, between 2 and 6 October with the aim of promoting tourism and investment in the country's largest rice growing region. Initiated by the Vietnam National Administration of Tourism (VAT) as one of its five major events this year, the festival was aimed at luring visitors with folk music performances, boat racing, culinary competitions, trade fairs, exhibitions and other festive activities.

   The Mekong delta possesses great potential for tourism, possessing orchards, a system of criss-crossing canals and rivers, bird sanctuaries, natural parks, pagodas and museums dedicated to Cham, Chinese and Khmer ethnic minority people, said Pham Tu, Vice Head of the VAT.

   Encompassing 12 provinces, namely Long An, Tien Giang, Ben Tre, Dong Thap, Vinh Long, Tra Vinh, An Giang, Kien Giang, Soc Trang, Bac Lieu, Ca Mau and Can Tho, the Mekong delta has developed four main areas for ecotourism - a fresh water area, a saline water area, the Ca Mau peninsula, the Dong Thap Muoi (the Plain of Reeds) and Long Xuyen Quadrangle.

   Visitors to the Mekong delta are often enticed by floating markets, namely Cai Be, Cai Rang, Phong Dien and Phung Hieu, which offer deals on farm produce and fish from hundreds of boats. The region also offers trips and home-stays to traditional craft villages such as the Dinh Yen mat weaving village in Dong Thap and the bee-keeping and coconut candy-making villages in Tien Giang and Bien Tre.

   The region, which will be regarded as one of the country's three tourism centres by 2010, receives around 1.6 million tourists annually. The Mekong delta is one of six important tourist areas to be upgraded under a national tourism action programme. Over the past year, provinces have invested in making tours of the Mekong delta well-known throughout the region and the world.

   To lure more foreign tourists, several Mekong delta provinces have invested hundreds of billions of VND to create new tourist attractions. Vinh Long province has restored a 300-year-old ancient house in Long Ho district, built a facility to produce handicrafts from coconut shell, a farm tool museum, and opened a trip to orchards and bonsai gardens.

   Tien Giang province has collaborated with Cambodia's tourism sector in organising tours for tourists travelling by sea passing through the Vinh Xuong border and take them to Can Tho and Vinh Long provinces on the way to Ho Chi Minh City. The province will also develop traditional crafts and confectioneries.   (
