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THE REGION

TOURISM & CLIMATE CHANGE: BIG PLAYERS URGED TO TAKE ACTION  

[Agence France Presse: 22.4.07; Asia Times: 19.4.07] — GOVERNMENTS, hotels and major tourism operators must take the lead in addressing climate change issues and boosting environmentally sustainable tourism, business executives said at the UN-backed Business Summit for the Environment, held in Singapore on 20 April. 

   The industry was slow to adopt sustainable environmental practices because the tourism sector was huge, fragmented, and covered small operators preoccupied with earning a living rather than thinking about the problems of climate change and environmental protection, they said. That was why big players such as governments, airlines and hotels should take the lead, according to industry representatives attending the conference that was co-organized by the UN Environment Programme (UNEP).

   "[A lot of the people who are in tourism] are small operators — they can be boat operators, they can be small hotel operators," said Anthony Wong, managing director of Malaysia-based Asian Overland Services Tours and Travel. "What they want to do is just earn a living.... So it is up to the association, the government and the big players to lead and push it down to the suppliers, the agents, the transport operators," he said. 

   Wong, who is also on the board of the Pacific Asia Travel Association (PATA), said increasing awareness of climate change could push the tourism industry to accelerate acceptance of sustainable environmental practices. This still might take another 20 years, he added.

   Rachel Dodds, a specialist in sustainable tourism from the Ryerson University in Toronto, said the cruise liner business was one tourism sector in which environmental standards could be implemented, citing reports of cruise ships dumping sewage at sea. She referred to a study showing that of the 100 worst companies in the United States, six were tourism firms; five of those were cruise lines.

   Meanwhile, tourism promoters warn that measures taken to reduce greenhouse gas emissions in the travel industry threaten to ground Asian tourism. Alan Boyd wrote in the Asia Times, “Asia's US$100 billion international tourism industry is being put in jeopardy by a campaign of European environmentalists to limit air travel, with politicians poised to price long-haul destinations out of the market.” 

   The European Community plans to cap emissions on all aircraft flying out of Europe as part of a carbon-trading scheme that will take effect in 2011. Airlines may have to buy permits for exceeding carbon thresholds, with the cost being passed on to consumers. 

   The Asia Times article referred to Germany and Britain, “where anti-travel sentiment is strongest” and “would-be travellers are being urged to stay at home.” Germany's top state environmental official, Andreas Troge, was quoted as saying, “"Anyone who flies to Southeast Asia should know that, by doing so, six tons of carbon dioxide are produced."
   Aviation players believe they are being unfairly singled out by the greens because their industry has such a prominent public image, said Asia Times. "The environmental hysteria goes on every time you turn on a TV ... but I don't see anyone complaining about the ferries," lamented Ryanair boss Michael O'Leary, whose charter firm brings tens of thousands of visitors to Asia each year. 

   Consumers have begun to react. An Australian poll recently found that 20 per cent of leisure travellers would consider abandoning air travel altogether because of a perception that it was contributing to global warming. So it is no wonder that the issues of climate change, tourism & travel are now featuring prominently on mainstream political agendas. 

    Climate change experts have pointed out that aviation will soon have an extremely large carbon footprint because of the spectacular growth in international air travel, which has been propelled by a surge in fare discounting. As for Asia, passenger traffic is growing by more than 7 per cent a year, and the region will lead the world in total numbers carried by 2025, according to the Association of Asia Pacific Airlines. 

   Complicating the issue is that an airplane pollutes twice as much as an average car journey for the same distance and four or five times more than a train, according to the European Environment Agency (EEA). 

    "We need to make the price signals a better measure of the environmental cost that no one is paying," Asia Times quoted Peder Jensen, the EEA's transportation chief, as saying. Travellers would have to cover the surcharge, but there was no consensus yet on how emissions could be evaluated.
   Scandinavian Airlines has suggested a contribution of US$82 per passenger for the return flight from Copenhagen to Bangkok, its main Asian hub. This would cover the environmental damage from 3.6 metric tons of carbon emitted during the journey of 32,306km. The UK-based tour agency Intrepid Travel, which has already introduced a compulsory carbon-offset payment on all of its trips since the beginning of the year, adds US$60 to a return ticket for flights from Melbourne to Bangkok. 

    However, concludes the Asia Times article, not everyone is convinced that the Asian travel business is doomed. Some of the industry studies suggest that price increases alone will not deter travellers. Respondents to one survey indicated that as many as one in three passengers in Western countries might be prepared to pay the additional cost simply to cleanse their conscience.   ( 

MEKONG COUNTRIES FINETUNE TOURISM PLANS

[Vietnam News Agency: 31.3.07; 1.4.07] – AT a conference on building a more conducive investment environment for tourism-related small and medium enterprises (SME) held in Ho Chi Minh City on 30 March, more than 200 participants from the Mekong subregion discussed opportunities, challenges, and shared experiences on financial support to SMEs involved in sustainable tourism.

   Countries in the Great Mekong Subregion (GMS) need to pay attention to improving tourism service quality and infrastructure to meet the increasing demands of holiday-makers, suggested Pham Tu, the deputy director of the Vietnam National Administration of Tourism (VNAT). As the number of foreign tourists to the GMS is predicted to double the current figure by 2015 to reach 50 million visitors, the GMS needs to boost mutual cooperation to put forth suitable common policies to support enterprises involved in building tourism establishments, Tu added.

   Senior consultant at the Thai Institute for Small and Medium Enterprise Development Kamol Ratanavirakul called on  the International Finance Cooperation (IFC), the Asia Development Bank (ADB), and the Overseas Economic Cooperation Fund (OECF) to give more support to small and medium enterprises (SMEs) in the GMS.

   In 2005, the GMS welcomed over 20.5 million foreign visitors, representing 11 per cent of the total visitors to the Asia-Pacific region. 

   More discussions took place on 31 March in Vietnam’s southern Tien Giang province. This forum focussed on measures to develop “community-based tourism” (CBT) in combination with poverty reduction. 

   According to Tran Van Ngoi, Director of the Management Board of the Project on Tourism Development in the Mekong subregion, the project, funded by the Asian Development Bank (ADB), comprises three components. They include upgrading tourism infrastructure facilities, developing CBT aimed to combat poverty, and increasing tourism cooperation in the Mekong subregion.

   As for the second component, participants from Burma, Cambodia, China, Laos and Vietnam gave opinions on how to develop proper CBT, contributing to generating jobs, alleviating poverty and increasing incomes for families, taking into account local characteristics. Moreover, the participants shared views on involvement of all sectors in tourism development, environmental protection, gender equality and experiences in CBT management.   (
Special Report
GOODS CAN GO WHERE MIGRANTS CAN'T

The following is edited from a column by Lia Sciortino for Mekong Currents published by

Inter Press Service (IPS) Asia-Pacific (April 2007)

The governments of the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) are eager to see their region become a bustling market for goods and investments, and anticipate the many advantages that more robust intra-regional trade should bring. Laos, Cambodia and Burma, in particular, count on intra-regional trade for their development since it constitutes a substantial portion of their total external trade. Aware that there is still much space for growth - intra-regional trade stands at just 12 per cent of total trade - GMS governments are fully engaged in integrating infrastructure, harmonizing financial markets and reducing tariffs in order to facilitate the movement of goods. 

   To put in place a regional market economy conducive to trade, investments and businesses’ expansion across borders, GMS policymakers are envisioning a “highly efficient system - allowing for goods and people to travel freely around the GMS without significant impediment, excessive costs, or delay”, as one of the Asia Development Bank’s (ADB) 2005 programme strategy papers puts it. 

   When it comes to realising this market liberalization goal, however, it would seem that the “free flow of people” is considered somewhat less desirable than the “free flows of goods and capital”. The harmonization of visa processes and removal of barriers favour flows of tourists, students and highly skilled labour, but fail to make provision for the large transnational flow of unskilled migrants. 
   On the occasions when labour movements - other than that of professionals and business persons – are referred to, it is in the context of forced migration or trafficking, which reinforces calls for harsh security and control measures to protect the victims, rather than the easing of cross-border travel.

   GMS governments seem hesitant to recognize that the regionalization process is leading to the emergence of a labour market shaped by the industrializing economies’ demand for unskilled labour and disparities in regional development. Overall economic growth has failed to reduce the gap between rural and urban areas and between more industrialized and less industrialized countries. While countries with a more advanced production and export-driven economy face a manpower shortage in low-skilled jobs, those that are lagging behind face a surplus of unskilled labour due to rural poverty, underdeveloped infrastructure and low or poor-quality education. This imbalance in the sub-regional labour market is redressed by a flow of young, entrepreneurial migrants in search of a more prosperous life across borders. 
   When it comes to realising this market liberalization goal, however, it would seem that the “free flow of people” is considered somewhat less desirable than the “free flows of goods and capital”. The harmonization of visa processes and removal of barriers favour flows of tourists, students and highly skilled labour, but fail to make provision for the large transnational flow of unskilled migrants. 

   The numbers vary greatly, with conservative estimates in 2005 ranging from 1.8 million to 4 million intra-regional migrants in the GMS. The largest migration flow is from Laos, Cambodia and, especially Burma, to Thailand, with the remaining percentage migrating to the closest neighbouring country and, eventually, to farther locations. 

   The majority of these migrants are undocumented. They have little option in the current policy environment but to migrate through irregular means or become irregular in successive phases of the migration process. In Thailand, there are claims that 90 per cent of the estimated 2 to 3 million migrants from other GMS countries are there illegally, and that about half of these have no legal or valid travel document. The registration system that grants a temporary work permit to a limited number of migrants does not attempt to legalize the migrants’ status. According to Thai immigration law, they remain “illegal aliens”, having entered the country without travel documents or having overstayed. In a strange twist, it is as if the registration system rather ‘regularizes’ the employers, providing them a channel for hiring foreign workers legally. 

   This ambiguous stand reflects the reality of a society unprepared to integrate migrants for fear of social tensions and security threats, but willing to utilize their labour to foster its economic growth. In Thailand, as in other mid-level income countries, lower-paying, lower-status and more physically demanding jobs have become less attractive to a higher educated population. Labour-intensive industries, under harsh competition in the global market, look to fill the manpower shortage and keep wages down by taking advantage of cheaper and abundant labour from across the border. For poor people in neighbouring countries, the suppressed wages, still higher than in their country, are appealing enough to compel them to migrate in search of job opportunities abroad. 

   A majority of migrants ends up working in agriculture, domestic service, fish processing and fisheries, textile and garment industry, and construction, with the rest filling a myriad other jobs, including in the entertainment industry and in informal trade. Irrespective of the sector they work in, migrants are generally placed in bottom positions under the supervision of Thai workers, in what are often referred to as the “3D” – Dirty, Dangerous and Difficult (some also say Disdained) - jobs. 

   How to foster inclusion of migrants into society in order to enhance their well-being and offer them better protection will continue to be an intractable question as long as migration flows remain irregular. Moved by diverse concerns and expectations, GMS governments are starting to accept that migration is here to stay and that intra-regional flows ought to be addressed jointly. A notable signal of this change was the recent signing by Thailand of bilateral agreements with Laos, Cambodia and Burma to import 50,000 to 100,000 workers from each country, with the logistics sub-contracted to labour recruiting agencies overseen by government institutions. These efforts are still to be put into full effect, cover only temporary migration, do not include personal provisions, and their value is more for future rather than for current migrants. Still, they are an important recognition of the emerging intra-regional labour market and the need to govern it through collaborative mechanisms, which will hopefully lead to a more comprehensive sub-regional framework to allow migration of unskilled workers and protection of their rights. 

   Until then, the regularized and safer movement of migrants remains an elusive dream, as pointed out by the ‘Labour Sans Frontiers’ project of Empower Foundation. In this innovative project, migrant women from Burma in Thailand made paper mache dolls and gave them the popular name of ‘Kumjing’ to represent themselves, their aspirations and struggles. 
   Kumjing dolls have travelled all across the country and abroad to raise awareness of migration issues in the GMS. As one migrant woman puts it: ”Migrants are unable to move freely. But when they turn themselves into dolls, into goods, they can go anywhere. These dolls can be taken across borders, live in foreign countries, go to hospitals and schools without fear.” Will there be a day when unskilled migrants in the GMS will not need to have dolls to move freely across the roads, seas and skies of their region? (See also Thailand section on Burmese migrant workers.)   (  
MEKONG WORLD HERITAGE SITES UNDER SIEGE
I. CAMBODIA - MAD TOURIST RUSH DESTROYS ANGKOR WAT

[Sunday Telegraph (Australia): 11.4.07; e-Travel News: 26.3.07] - KHUN Sokha looks on while camera flashes pop in the pre-dawn haze. Hundreds of tourists perch along the outer wall of Cambodia's Angkor Wat waiting to catch that moment when the sun rises over the temple's distinctive towering spires. Over the next few hours, those hundreds will multiply to thousands, largely free to wander in and out of the temple ruins, probing dark corners, climbing over fallen stones or tracing the delicate bas reliefs with their bare hands. 

   "The ancients built the temples for religious purposes, not for such crowds of tourists to climb on," says Khun Sokha, a tour guide whose job depends on the vast crowds swarming Cambodia's Angkor National Park. 

   Like Khun Sokha, Cambodia's government is at odds over what to do with its most famous landmark. Angkor is at the very heart of Cambodia's identity, and with nearly two million tourists coming to the country last year – more than half of them visiting Angkor – the Government is recognizing the need to keep these precious ruins intact. 

   "The harm to the temples is unavoidable when many people walk in and out of them," says Soeung Kong, deputy director-general of the APSARA Authority, which oversees Angkor's upkeep. But at the same time, it is also hard to ignore the nearly US$1.85 billion in revenue that tourism brought to the impoverished country last year, forcing officials into a delicate balancing act. "We are trying to keep that harm at a minimal level," Soeung Kong says. 

   More than 7,600 visitors ventured to Angkor in 1993, when it was added to UNESCO's World Heritage List. Since then, tourist arrivals have risen meteorically, with the Government hoping for three million visitors to Cambodia by 2010. 

   "When you have such a huge mass of tourists visiting, then we are concerned about damage to the heritage site and the temples and the monuments," says Teruo Jinnai, UNESCO's top official in Cambodia.  "Many temples are very fragile," he says, adding that the agency is working with the Government to minimize the impact of the tourism boom. 

   Names and other graffiti are gouged into temple walls and unsightly wooden steps have been constructed over some stone staircases that have become worn with overuse. In some temples, visitors have been prevented completely from coming into contact with delicate wall carvings. 

   Even bigger is the threat comes from outside the temple complex, along Siem Reap town's increasingly congested thoroughfares, where more than 250 guesthouses and hotels, including several sprawling resorts, have sprung up in recent years. 

   Some 500 years after a failing irrigation system forced Angkor's rulers to abandon the sprawling Khmer capital, a lack of water is again threatening the ancient site. The sinking foundation and widening cracks between the carefully carved stones of Bayon temple, famous for the serene faces carved on its 54 towers, confirm what experts have long feared. One of Angkor's best-known monuments is collapsing into the sandy ground around it. This is caused by the unrestricted consumption of groundwater by Siem Reap's hotels, whose enormous demand is destabilizing the ground beneath the Angkor complex. 

   The coming dry season, when temperatures can hover at a blistering 40C for days, is only going to make things worse. "As long as the number of tourists increases, the use of water increases. This is our concern, but we are not standing still – we are trying to make a balance between use of water and tourists," says Teruo Jinnai. 

    UNESCO’s Dr. Sheldon Schaeffer also warns that building and construction works add to the risk of damage to the fragile monuments. High water consumption to build and maintain golf courses and hotels can affect the water table at the temple sites, further weakening their structural integrity, he says.

   Japan is developing a plan to supply the area with nearly half of the 15,000 cubic metres a day needed, but questions remain about whether the total supply will keep pace with the town's relentless expansion. 

  Temple officials are now mulling over measures to restrict tourist access to Angkor Wat, in an effort to prevent its further deterioration. Officials are thinking about limiting entry on a daily basis by using a reservation system. "If the tourist numbers go unchecked, Angkor Wat will be gone just because we want to please the tourists," says Khin Po-Thai, spokesperson for the World Monuments Fund in Siem Reap.   (
II: LAOS - TOURISM DEFACES FRAGILE BEAUTY OF LUANG PRABANG

[Aence France Presse: 31.3.07] - WORLD heritage status has turned the former Lao capital from a ghost town into a tourism hub, but too much of a good thing could soon prove the kiss of death, say experts and residents.
   In recent years, a trickle of backpackers has turned into a flood of tourists coming to the sleepy town of glistening Buddhist temples and palm shaded French colonial mansions sitting pretty on a Mekong river peninsula.

   Camera-toting visitors now follow saffron-robed monks on their morning alms rounds and foreigners are transforming quiet neighbourhoods into rows of cafes and hotels, say those who worry about the town's fragile beauty.

   "People are surprised at the pace of change," said Francis Engelmann, a former UNESCO advisor and current resident of Luang Prabang. "There are more cars, there is more noise. Behind my house three new guesthouses are going up."   The 700-year-old town, seen as the jewel of ancient Lao heritage, threatens to turn into "a mono-industry where everything depends on tourism," he warned.

   Nestled below lush hills between the Mekong and Khan rivers, Luang Prabang was once the capital of the Lan Xang kingdom, the Land of One Million Elephants, and remained the spiritual and religious centre of Laos in the centuries since. The town's fortunes took a dive during the Vietnam War, when US forces fought communist troops in Laos, and in the post-war years from 1975 when the new socialist regime shuttered most of the country's Buddhist temples.

   From the late 1980s a few hundred intrepid travellers per year returned to Luang Prabang as Laos re-opened to the outside world, but the years of neglect had taken a heavy toll on Luang Prabang's former royal capital.

   UNESCO’s listing as a world heritage site in 1995 has placed Luang Prabang firmly on the Mekong tourism map alongside other sites such as the Angkor Wat temples of Cambodia, the karst islands of Halong Bay in Vietnam or Lijiang in Yunnan, China.

   The UN body imposed strict preservation guidelines, which banned demolitions within the heritage zone and mandated the use of local materials for repairs, overseen by the local Heritage House foundation. In 2000, UNESCO launched the Monk Project, in which elder craftsmen passed on skills such as wood-carving, mural painting and lacquer work to young Buddhist monks to maintain the authenticity of temples here and across Laos.

   By 2003, the tourism boom was bringing 600,000 visitors a year, says UNESCO, as guesthouses, riverside restaurants and handicraft shops mushroomed, increasing the strain on the town's electricity, water, sewage and garbage services.

   Then, UNESCO warned in a 2004 report that development pressure had placed "critical stress on both the environment and the historic cultural resources of Luang Prabang and threatens to overwhelm them". It warned of a future where "billboards dominate the landscape, where the sound of tour buses drowns out the soft temple prayers, and where the town's residents are reduced to the roles of bit-players in a cultural theme park".

   "Today business is good," said Gilles Vautrin, a foreign resident and owner of several restaurants here. "But the quality of life is not so nice anymore…" Vautrin said tourists wearing shorts now crowd out many of the 34 temples that are the core of the town's spiritual heritage and which have always been financed by the Lao residents, some of whom are now leaving town.

   "It's become a falang city," he said, using the Lao word for foreigner. "Many falangs rent houses for 30 years, but who's going to give food to the monks now? The alms-giving round is more like a show, like theatre. The Lao people don't say anything, but I think they don't like it."

   He added: "Now the problem is the mass tourism. We're worried about the impact of large Chinese tour groups coming down the Mekong River. I think one day the monks will disappear to another retreat, and then we'll lose a lot. The spirit of the town will disappear."

   Engelmann said the UNESCO listing "has been good for the 'hardware' - the architecture - but not the 'software' - the people, the monks, the rituals."   (
THAILAND

HAZE CRISIS IN NORTHERN PROVINCES A BURNING ISSUE

[The Nation news reports and letters, March 2007] – SEVERAL northern provinces turned into a disaster zone for many weeks as fires shrouded the region into a pall of smoke. The haze was primarily caused by agricultural burn-offs and refuse fires.  
   Many flights to and from some of the provinces, which are also major tourist destinations, had to be cancelled because of lack of visibility. People, particularly the elderly and children, suffered tremendously. Cities like Chiang Mai, located in a mountain valley were covered by a dense layer of smoke, with levels of airborne particles rising to 240-290 ppm (parts of million), well over the safety standard of 120ppm and lower.
   Health officials recommended that people wear facemasks and stay indoors because of severe air pollution.  In the first three weeks of March, state hospitals in Chiang Rai, Chiang Mai, Lampang and Mae Hong Son reportedly treated more than 42,000 people for haze-related illnesses such as respiratory problems, skin and eye irritations.

   When air pollution worsened, Environment Minister Kasem Sanidwong na Ayudhaya sought Cabinet approval for an emergency ban on burning, referring to the Environmental Protection Act 1992 that allows for emergency bans to halt environmental and health hazards. But the Chiang Mai tourism business community was afraid that declaring northern provinces emergency pollution-control zones would scare away tourists during the Songkran (Thai New Year) holidays and therefore lobbied against protective measures. 
      Residents, local and foreign, protested and wrote angry letters to the newspapers. One letter to The Nation read: 
   “The refusal of provincial governors… to declare continued emergency status for the northern provinces was quite disgusting. They know about the new patients being treated daily at hospitals. Yet, they are mostly or only concerned over the impacts that an emergency announcement will have on tourism. Do they really believe that Thai and foreign travellers are so ignorant or stupid? … They have many, many other places to go where they don’t need to be given air masks when they arrive. The air pollution crisis is already four weeks old. What were police and other law enforcement people doing all this time, other than attending meetings, handing out air masks to visitors, or expressing concerns to reporters? Chiang Mai residents are also smart and know that little will be done by government officials. They expect that the air here will be better when the seasonal rains come finally in May or June.”

   Greenpeace Thailand issued a statement on 15 March, saying, “Greenpeace is calling on the Thai government to declare the provinces of Chiang Mai and Chiang Rai under a state of calamity due to the thick haze that is choking them. The situation has deteriorated to a point where public health is now seriously threatened, with possible short- and long-term economic repercussions…. The government should implement a zero-burning policy and penalize offenders. At the same time, emergency and relief measures must be put in place to deal with the health impacts. The government should also assess the environmental and economic damage and work out a collective forest fire prevention plan together with our neighbouring countries to avoid repetition. The implementation of the ASEAN Agreement on Transboundary Haze Pollution is imperative. In the long term, Chiang Mai must enforce very strict air quality standards along with other environmental laws, especially during the dry season. After all, it is a prime tourist destination and should be known as the cleanest and greenest place in the country. Haze resulting from forest fires and open burning not only endangers people’s health but, through the release of massive amounts of carbon dioxide, also contributes to climate change… Without concrete plans, we face the spectre of annual health-damaging haze and the calamitous impacts of climate change.” 

   Oliver Hargreave, a guidebook writer based in Chiang Mai, commented, “Several years ago… I suggested at a meeting called by authorities at the Provincial Hall that the way to make the city more attractive for tourists was to make it a better place for the people who live in it. Clean air, good water supply, integrated valley-wide garbage management, adequate public transportation and traffic management that included parking infrastructure and restrictions on private transportation downtown, more green space, historical monuments without eyesores, public financial support for the preservation of private listed buildings – these were the things I had in mind. … [Now], if you are a visitor travelling with children or if you have a history of respiratory problems, I would strongly advise you not to come to Chiang Mai and the rest of upper northern Thailand until the rainy season.”   (  

Tsunami Aftermath 

KHAO LAK TOURISM STRICKEN BY STAFF, WATER SHORTAGES

[The Nation: 27.2.07] - MORE than two years after having been wiped out by the devastating tsunami of 26 December 2004, hotels and resorts at Khao Lak, in Phang Nga province, are suffering from shortages of labour and water. Business operators have asked state agencies to solve the problems and urged them to improve infrastructure conditions in the area.

   "We face a severe shortage of workers, because many died in the monstrous waves, and others have moved away. At present, we have only half of the staff on our payroll that we actually need," said Wirat Songsang, president of Mukdara Beach Villa and Spa Resort, Khao Lak's third-largest resort.

   Phang Nga Tourist Association vice president Kiat Sriprasom said there were signs that all accommodations for tourists would face a tough situation from labour shortages when hotels under renovation and reconstruction reopened for the coming high season this November through March of next year. There are presently 3,000 rooms on offer at Khao Lak, and the number may increase to about 4,000 in the coming high season.

   Khao Lak Resort deputy managing director Chittiporn Suthipibul said his tourist association had asked the provincial labour office to boost the number of workers, both Thai and Burmese, in the area. 

   Water shortage also causes serious problems in the Khao Lak area. "Each hotel must use underground water or buy it from local communities, because the tap-water network only reaches some villages in the area," Kiat said. The government has begun construction of a water channel to divert water from Ratchaprapa Dam to Khao Lak, in order to relieve the water shortage, although this is very expensive. 

   Wirat said that apart from addressing the labour and water shortages, local authorities should also speed up infrastructure repairs, particularly fixing roads and electricity in the area. He estimated only 30 per cent of repairs that needed to be done had been undertaken. "During the rainy season, people here have to suffer from floods, because of the poor water-drainage system," Wirat complained.

PARADISE FOR TOURISTS – HELL FOR BURMESE MIGRANT WORKERS

[Bangkok Post: 19.3.07] – WHILE all-out efforts have been made by government and industry to rebuild and beautify Andaman tourist beaches devastated by the 2004 tsunami, we have heard very little about the immense sufferings of Burmese migrant workers in the area.
   Ao, a migrant worker from Tavoy, survived the 26 December 2004 tsunami on the Andaman Coast, but not the police crackdown that followed. This epitomizes Thailand’s deeply entrenched prejudices against foreign migrant workers.
   Just five days after the tsunami, Ao was arrested by the police, together with four of his friends in Kuek Kak, one of the worst-devastated areas in Phang Nga province. The arrest was prompted by a screaming headline in a Thai-language newspaper alleging that Burmese migrant workers were looting the tsunami-hit communities. To show the media and their superiors in Bangkok that they were still in charge, local police immediately staged a crackdown on migrant workers. So, instead of receiving help as other victims, they had to hide in the hills, stricken by psychological trauma, physical injury and hunger. They were also torn by grief, not knowing what happened to their loved ones and unable to retrieve the bodies of family members for fear of arrest and deportation.

   But Ao and his friends did not flee in time. According to him, the police forced them to confess that the television set and electric fans in their rented room were looted. They initially confused, and were beaten. They were also forced to sign documents without any translators to explain what they were signing. With help from the Lawyers Council of Thailand, however, the court ruled them innocent a year later. 

   Ao and his friends ordeal does not just show the routine abuse of migrants by the police, said Adisorn Kerdmongkol, a key member of the Tsunami Action Group, a coalition of rights groups that has taken care of tsunami-affected migrant workers. “The whole thing reflects our society’s deep bias of migrant workers. It is the bias that endorses the exploitative system. And it’s also why the problems of migrant workers remain pretty much the same two years after the tsunami.”

   There were about 73,000 registered migrant workers in the tsunami-hit areas, according to the Ministry of Labour. When combined with unregistered workers, however, it is believed that the real number is double the official figure. 

   No one knows how many of them were killed by the tsunami. Unofficial family accounts put the number of dead Burmese workers at more than 1,000. According to official figures, there were only 9 Burmese workers among the 5,395 lives lost. Such a vast gap in numbers, says Adisorn, reflects the culture of fear plaguing migrant workers – and Thailand’s rigid bureaucracy.

   Also, the dead had to be registered workers to qualify for compensation. And even if they were registered, their relatives often did not have the papers required by the Thai authorities to prove their relation to the deceased. More often than not, the relatives are themselves unregistered workers. So they are afraid to contact the authorities for compensation.
   Official agencies’ refusal to become more flexible shows “we haven’t learned our lessons,” charged Sunee Chayaros, National Human Rights Commissioner. “In times of natural disaster, every victim must receive help equally as equal human beings,” she insisted. Therefore, it is necessary to have a joint memorandum among state agencies to provide relief aid to every victim during times of natural disaster, she urged. That has not happened, despite frequent earthquakes and the possibility of another tsunami in the Southeast Asian region. 

   Despite little prospect of better treatment, harsh conditions in Burma have forced survivors who fled to trickle back to the Andaman provinces, as demand for cheap labour to rebuild tsunami-hit areas has grown. But problems are rampant as before. To start with, employers confiscate migrant workers’ identification cards while subjecting many of them to slave-like working conditions with irregular payment and, for many, far less pay than they were promised. Police extortion and harassment, meanwhile, remain a part of life.

   At Nam Khem in Phang Nga, for example, 43 per cent of the migrant workers are receiving less pay than before the tsunami, while about 47 per cent said they received the same wage. Meanwhile, around 30 per cent said their cost of living is much higher, mainly due to more expensive goods, higher rents and the necessity to pay for clean water now that most sources of natural underground water have been destroyed by the tsunami, according to a study by the Thai Action Committee for Democracy in Burma (TACDB). (
VIETNAM
LUXURIOUS GOLF RESORTS A NEW CRAZE
[VietnamNetBridge: 30.3.07; 1.4.07; 17.4.07; Than Nien News: 20.4.07] - NUMEROUS golf courses are popping up all over Vietnam. 

   A 120ha complex, including a golf course, will be built in Hanoi’s largest tourist site in Long Bien, Cu Khoi and Thach Ban wards of Long Bien District and part of Dong Du Commune in Gia Lam District. Ironically, Chairman of the Hanoi People’s Committee Nguyen Quoc Trieu, who granted the licence to CP Vincom to develop the US$100-million project, said the area was to become “an ecological tourism zone”. 

    In the first phase, CP Vincom will focus on outdoor works - an entertainment, sport and tourism complex, including a 36-holf golf course. Entertainment, shopping centres and restaurants will be added. A 5ha port will also be built to serve visitors travelling along the Red River. In the second phase, high-grade hotels and villas and 102ha of trees will be developed as part of the “ecotourism” project. 
   Also dubbed as an “ecotourism” and entertainment complex development is the US$97-million Tuan Chau project in Quoc Oai district of the northern province of Ha Tay. The project is expected to be kicked off by Japanese and Australian investors in mid-May. It will include several main items, including a golf course for night playing, a 600-unit apartment bloc, a five-star hotel with 400 rooms, an amusement park and supermarkets.

   Another US$100 million tourist resort, covering 2,185 hectares in Hanoi’s neighbouring province of Ninh Binh, will include a 740ha large 54-hole golf course. This project will be developed by the Investment Consultant and Enterprise Support Service Joint Stock Company (INCONESS). Divided into three phases, the first of which kicked off at the beginning of March, the resort is expected to be completed by 2015.

   Construction of another 27-hole golf course in the city of Hai Phong will begin in September. The US$17.3 million project invested by Korea’s Mibaek Industrial Company is expected to come into operation by the end of 2008.

   Meanwhile, the Global Petro Commercial Joint Stock Bank (GP-bank) along with the Central Investment Joint-Stock Company and a Korean firm will join hands to the tune of US$100 million to develop a 80ha resort and a 100ha 18-hole golf course in the Mang Den “ecotourism” area of Kon Tum Province. Construction of the two facilities will begin early next year.

   Several Korean firms have also previously registered to invest in golf courses in Vietnam including East Asia Air Express Company’s 300ha Long Son golf course in Hoa Binh (worth US$20 million for the first phase alone) and Lade Filter Engineering’s US$12 million investment in the Ba Na golf course in Da Nang.

   In addition, deals have been made for building several luxury resorts along the coast in Quang Nam province.  The UK-listed fund VinaCapital plans to build a US$130 million golf resort in Dien Ban district. A joint venture between VinaCapital and Sai Thanh Investment and International Tourism (STI) also got a license to build a US$16 million complex of 100 villas and entertainment facilities in the area.   ( 

YUNNAN/ CHINA

DARK CLOUDS OVER SHANGRI-LA – DISASTROUS IMPACTS OF ROAD CONSTRUCTION
The following is a slightly shortened version of an article by Roy Sidle, who is a professor at the Disaster Prevention Research Institute, Kyoto University (The Japan Times: 15.3.07)
Yunnan Province in southwestern China, a formerly poor and clandestine region, is now experiencing rapid growth due to tourism and rural development. Mountainous northwestern Yunnan is home to the headwaters of three great river systems that run in parallel within about 30 km - the Salween, Mekong and Yangtze Rivers, the former two flow through other Southeast Asian nations. 

   During a recent excursion to this area, I was shocked to see the extent of new mountain roads contributing heavy loads of sediment to these rivers. Major roads serving this region as well as smaller roads designed to link remote villages, hydropower plants and mining with cities are being built at a rapid pace. 

   While environmental groups tout the damage caused by deforestation, dams and unsustainable agriculture in the region, few groups - including environmentalists, non-governmental organizations, international donors and government agencies - clearly see the magnitude of the problems associated with sediment pollution from mountain roads.

   As a scientist who has worked on this topic for some years, it is my judgment that 80 to 95 per cent of the direct sediment contributions into the headwaters of these rivers are now attributable to road erosion and landslides. The Chinese are simply blasting roads into unstable hillsides with virtually no attention paid to road location, construction practices or erosion control. Their objective appears to focus only on building the shortest possible route between locations of interest at the lowest cost with little or no regard for environmental consequences.

   A survey conducted along a new segment of the road between Weixi and Shangri-La just above the headwaters of the Mekong River revealed epic levels of erosion. This 28-km segment was blasted through weathered igneous rocks four years ago to provide a shorter route to the town of Weixi. Surface erosion along the road is about twice as high as the maximum rates reported from the most degraded lands in Southeast Asia. 

   More surprisingly, sediment produced from road-related landslides along this mountainous route exceeds values reported from forest roads in highly unstable mountains of North America by more than 175-fold; for the most unstable part of this road these differences were 620-fold.

   To my knowledge these sediment losses from new roads in Yunnan are the highest values ever reported. Most of the sediment directly enters the headwaters of the Mekong River or is deposited in riparian areas where it is entrained during later floods. And the damage is not limited to the environment. This past summer six people travelling down this portion of the road from Weixi to Shangri-La in a minivan were killed by a landslide originating from a steep-cut slope that was blasted into the mountainside.

   Such levels of erosion shake the foundations of sensible land stewardship and exert downstream, transnational consequences on the poorer nations of Burma, Laos, Thailand, Cambodia and Vietnam. 

   Sadly, the multinational Mekong River Basin Commission, which is charged with the sustainable development of the basin, is either unaware or ambivalent to this ongoing environmental disaster, as are international donors and environmental "watch dogs" working in the region. Instead these organizations continue to "bang their drums" on issues like deforestation, shifting cultivation and development of hydropower facilities, all of which exert impacts, but do not appear to be nearly as important contributors to water quality and river degradation in these headwaters compared to the expanding road network. 

   Similar sediment pollution scenarios are occurring in the headwaters of the Salween and Yangtze Rivers. Near Da-xingdi on the Salween River, construction of a road linking remote villages was suspended because landslides were hampering construction activities. Nevertheless, sediment continues to pour down from the mountainside because of poorly planned road excavations.

   At the conclusion of our excursion, we descended into the valley of Shangri-La only to see a huge gravel quarry (supporting the new road construction) located adjacent to an expansive wetlands. Formerly this area was called Zhongdian County. In 2001 the Chinese government renamed it Shangri-La to attract tourists. The current disregard for environmental conditions in this region contrasts strongly with the scenic and mystical attributes of Shangri-La portrayed in James Hilton's 1933 novel, "The Lost Horizon." As we walked to dinner during our last evening in Yunnan, an elongated dark cloud loomed across the Shangri-La valley - an omen of the transnational environmental catastrophe or James Hilton turning over in his grave (or both)?   (
PM WEN ADDRESSES ENVIRONMENTAL CRISIS AND SOCIAL INEQUALITIES

[Agence France Presse: 6.3.07; 13.4.07; Ministry of Water Resources (P.R.China): 16.3.07] – PREMIER Wen Jiabao has called for more efforts to balance China’s roaring economy with protecting the environment and bridging the widening gap between the rich and poor. Opening the annual session of China’s parliament in front of nearly 3,000 delegates at the Great Hall of the People in Beijing on 5 March, Wen warned that the fast pace of development was exacting too great a social and environmental toll.
   The Premier acknowledged that ordinary people’s interests were being sacrificed in the race for riches, and outlined measures to counter the fast-widening wealth gap, particularly between modernizing cities and undeveloped rural areas. “We must put people first… and ensure that all of the people share in the fruits of reform and development.”

   Wen said there was a need to re-balance China’s economy, which has stormed ahead at double-digit pace over the past four years. “We should avoid seeking only faster growth and competing for faster growth,” he said, adding that more should be done to protect the environment, after China missed its target to improve energy efficiency and pollution emissions last year. “The pattern of growth is inefficient,” he said. “This can be seen most clearly in excessive energy consumption and serious environmental pollution.”
   China is facing a very dangerous water crisis. According to the Ministry of Water Resources (MWR), the country may have to move its capital from Beijing in two decades from now because of the lack of clean water. Environment and planning experts have come up with a list of shocking statistics that back up this prediction. Beijing is presently one of the driest cities on earth; for every drop of rain that falls, three times as much could evaporate back into the atmosphere in certain areas. The water table sinks by at least one meter every year, and 90 per cent of the city's underground water supply has already been contaminated by pollutants. 

   Given all these serious problems, the MWR announced that developers should be stopped from wasting water in residential and business areas. Moreover, the building of new golf courses on the outskirts of the capital should be stopped altogether, declared the MWR, adding “even though laws have been passed to limit the number of golf courses, it seems they are rarely adhered to.” 
   There are also alarming reports that China’s farmland is shrinking and becoming increasingly polluted. According to a survey conducted by the Ministry of Land and Resources, more than 10 million hectares, or 10 per cent of China's farming land, has been ruined, mostly by coal-dependent factories and polluted waterways, causing billions of dollars in damages. The country has lost 307,000 hectares of farmland in 2006 alone, leaving 121.9 million hectares of arable land, which is just above the warning level set by the government. One major problem is the illegal use of land for construction. The land ministry issued last year a list of projects that should be restricted or banned, particularly targeting villas, golf courses and race tracks, all of which consume large amounts of land.   (
