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THE ‘GREENING’ OF ASIAN TOURISM
[etravelblackboard-asia.com: 11.9.07; Travel Trade Gazette Asia: 12.-18.10.07; The Nation: 14.9.07; Lao National Tourism Administration: Oct. 2007] - ACCORDING to Don Birch, President and CEO of Abacus International – one of Asia-Pacific’s leading travel corporations -, the long periods of war or political conflict in many parts of the region may turn out to be the Asian tourism industry’s “secret weapon” when it comes to competing in the rapidly growing ‘green traveller’ market.  

   With the UN World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) claiming that ecotourism is currently growing at three times the rate of the mainstream travel market, Birch said ‘green travel’ is an opportunity where Asia has both geography and history on its side, but the travel industry itself could do more to capitalize on these assets. “With offerings such as Laos, Northern Thailand, Sarawak and Sabah, Nepal, Myanmar [Burma], Kerala in India, and hundreds of unique locations across the archipelagos of Philippines and Indonesia, Asia is sitting on a ‘green-mine’ of natural and cultural resources that will prove to be a magnet for green travellers for years to come,” said Birch, adding that China also offered a huge diversity of natural experiences, although less well-known than its big city experiences.

    Many tourism companies are already making efforts to entice ‘green’ consumers. A growing network of self-styled ‘ecotourism’ enterprises is springing up across the region, from luxurious boutique ‘low-impact’ or ‘carbon-neutral’ resorts to the adoption of global environmental accreditation programmes by major resorts.
   The ‘green travel’ boom is also spawning a new industry of science and heritage consultants, architects and advisors involved in the ‘greening’ of hotels, resorts and visitor experiences and a plethora of international agencies such as The International Ecotourism Society (TIES), international conferences and specialist bulletins for ‘green travellers’ such as Malaysia-based Wild Asia.  
   The Lao National Tourism Administration (LNTA), with the help of foreign consultants and the LNTA-Asian Development Bank Mekong Tourism Development Project, has been at the forefront in creating a green image for the tourism industry. The LNTA recently received the ‘2007 Ecotourism Spotlight Award’ from Ron Mader’s Planeta.com for its ecotourism website that has been recognized for its outstanding ability to promote ecotourism.
TOURISM & CLIMATE CHANGE
The UNWTO has declared climate change a priority issue, which shows that the impacts of global warming are now perceived as posing a serious threat to tourism. At the 2nd International Conference on Climate Change and Tourism - organized by the UNWTO, the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) and the UN World Meteorological Organization (WMO) from 1-3 October in Davos, Switzerland –, participants called for urgent action to face the challenges of climate change. 

   A new tim-team discussion paper entitled ‘Tourism Feels the Heat of Global Warming’ seeks to provide a critical perspective of the travel & tourism industry’s responses to the climate crisis. The paper can be downloaded from tim-team’s tourism page at Third World Network’s website: www.twnside.org.sg/tour.htm
    Thailand’s Tourism Ministry has also vowed to raise environmental awareness among tourism businesses and the public. In cooperation with the Tourism Authority of Thailand, it recently organized a seminar on “The Impact of Global Warming and Climate Change on the Thai tourism industry”. The ministry also launched a tree-planting campaign at Thai World Heritage sites to educate the public on climate change impacts and to draw attention to the benefits of ‘low-emission’ tourism.
    Abacus CEO Birch acknowledged that “sustainability will emerge as a significant challenge for Asia’s travel industry, with the concerns of consumers and regulators shaping up as a key influence on future growth as Asia moves toward becoming the largest aviation market in the world over the next three years”.
    According to the International Air Transport Association (IATA), Asia’s passenger volumes will continue to grow rapidly at an annual rate of six per cent until 2010, by which time flights to, from and within the region will be a third of the global total, making it the largest single block of air traffic. “With growing public awareness of climate change and the environmental impacts of our actions, travel is being seen in a whole new light as potential travellers begin to balance the responsibility of sustainability with their lifestyle (travel) expectations,” said Birch.

   In conclusion, ‘greening’ efforts by the Asian travel and tourism industry are gaining momentum. Most of that is PR to improve the industry’s reputation. But the Pacific Asia Travel Association (PATA) insists its April 2008 ‘CEO Challenge’ event to confront climate change issues will not just be another “talkfest” (see new frontiers 13[4]). PATA is also intent to push for “action” at the London World Travel Market (WTM) in November. This year’s WTM is to showcase ‘green’ issues and highlight ‘best practices’ in terms of environmental performance.   (
THREE MEALS, THREE COUNTRIES, ALL IN ONE DAY 

Edited from a story by Nguyen Dai Duong [newsmekong.org, viewed Oct. 2007]  

Breakfast in Thailand, a sumptuous lunch in Laos, and dinner before an overnight stay in Vietnam, with some shopping in between. Not only is this three-country tour drawing lots of curious tourists, it is also providing communities situated along the journey brisk - and, for some, risky - business.

   Tour bus driver Mr Minh is in fact quite proud of ‘Three Meals in Three Countries in a Day’ package provided by his cross-border tour company. In the comforts of the air-conditioned bus he drives, tourists leave Thailand in the morning, cross the frontier pass in Mukdahan province in the country’s east to go into Laos, and on to Dansavanh located some 280 kilometres away. The journey continues farther east to Vietnam and ends in Lao Bao, on that country’s border with Laos.

   This influx of tourists to Vietnam came with the opening of this stretch of the 141,204-km Trans-Asia Highway that links Vietnam, Laos, Thailand and Burma. The US$44-billion US project, initiated in 1959 under the UN Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific, will eventually link 32 countries in Asia and Europe.

   Nanh Hoi Restaurant, located in the Dansavanh Trade Centre, is a business enterprise that has benefited from the construction of this highway. Daily, the restaurant serves lunch to some 200 travellers who have come all the way from Thailand and stop here before proceeding to Vietnam. To be guaranteed a table in this restaurant, reservations are needed one or two weeks in advance.

   The number of tourists crossing the Lao-Vietnam border has increased tremendously over the last three years, confirmed Doan Xuan Thuy, head of the customs office at the Lao Bao frontier pass. On busy days, thousands of tourists, mostly Thais, cross this border point, he added.

   Beaches, cultural and heritage sites in central Vietnam are common tourist destinations. Boo, a young tourist from Sakhon Nakhon province in north-east Thailand, said: “It’s even closer and more convenient to go to the beach in Vietnam, rather than Thailand. We get the chance to explore international heritage sites as well.”

   The opening of the Mukdahan bridge, the second bridge crossing the Mekong River that separates Thailand and Laos, marked a turning point in the promotion of trade and tourism activities between Vietnam, Laos and Thailand. Along with Burma, these three Mekong countries are connected by the East-West Economic Corridor. The corridor is part of an economic development programme established in 1998 by the governments of the Mekong countries. Opened in December 2006, the corridor spans about 1,450 km and links the four countries via a system of roads, bridges and tunnels. 

   The US$2.5-billion project connects Moulmein in south-eastern Burma, with the Thai provinces of Tak, Sukhothai, Kalasin, Phitsanulok, Khon Kaen, Yasothon and Mukdahan, then Savannakhet in Laos, the Vietnamese provinces of Quang Tri, Thua Thien-Hue, and ends in the city of Da Nang. The corridor effectively links the Indian Ocean in the west to the Pacific in the east. Already, investors are busy improving infrastructure in areas along the corridor. In Lao Bao alone, about 10 hotels, some of them four-star ones, have been built. The beaches of Cua Viet, Cua Tung and Con Co islands in the province are also enjoying a resort boom.   (
Opinion: CONTROVERSIAL WORLD TOURISM DAY THEME 
The following is a shortened version of a commentary by T.T. Sreekumar [SL-G: 10.10.0]

W

ith Sri Lanka as a host, the UN World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) marked 27 September as World Tourism Day, on the theme “Tourism opens doors for women”. UNWTO Secretary General Francesco Frangialli’s message for the Day reflected the positive note of the theme with an affirmative statement that "Tourism is a sector of the economy that not only employs significant numbers of women, but provides enormous opportunities for their advancement."

   The statement invoked memories of a visit to a village in Thailand called Loo Voo in the early years of the new millennium. The purpose of the visit was to understand the activities of the “Life Quality Development Project” of the Phyad Center to prevent child sexual abuse, supported by YMCA, Japan, for children rescued from the sex markets aged 8-13. A play on the evils of child prostitution enacted by the children had the plot woven around trafficking, rape and suicide with the helpless parents at one end and a tourist at the other. I was told that parents are forced to sell their children for commercial sex due to poverty. The information was hardly surprising.

   Stories from other parts of Asia are not greatly different. Like children, women also have always been victims of tourism development. Not surprisingly, responses of several civil society organizations in Asia critiquing contemporary tourism practices to UNWTO’s theme of ‘tourism opens doors for women’ and Frangialli’s statement have been less than welcoming.

   Some of the major civil society organizations in Asia, responsible for creating an oppositional space to challenge the hegemonic ideology of mass tourism, the EQUATIONS, Bangalore (India), Ecumenical Coalition of Tourism (ECOT), Chiang Mai (Thailand) and Tourism Action Group (TAG), Manila (The Philippines), issued separate statements critiquing Frangialli’s optimism and the unrestrained market fundamentalism that underlies UNWTO’s approach to the question of women’s opportunities in tourism. TAG’s statement argues that “with the booming sex trade, trafficking in women and girls for sex work in major tourist destinations has been spreading all over the Asian region. Often, the traffickers use coercion, force, deceit, fraud, debt bondage or abuse of authority to place the victims in slavery-like conditions, forced labour or servitude and deprive them of their fundamental human rights.” ECOT categorically argues that tourism that is associated with prostitution and the human trafficking that accompanies it increasingly, in no way `opens doors for women'. EQUATIONS in their statement urge “governments, policy makers, industry, civil society and the UNWTO to engage in more systemic ways with the challenge of women's empowerment in tourism”.

   These voices from different parts of Asia share some basic concerns regarding the nature and scope of opportunities that tourism offers to women in Asia. There is an accumulated academic and activist literature pointing to the ways in which eroticization of labor and feminization of low income jobs in the entertainment industry exacerbate vulnerabilities of marginalized women rather than tending to ‘empower’ them. 

   Studies carried out by international agencies such as International Labor Organization (ILO) have documented the circumstances in work environments that lead to sexual victimization of both women and children in the services industries. Civil society critique of tourism practices in the last two decades has consistently anchored itself on the position that the expansion of women’s’ roles in the economic spheres through increased work participation is an unsatisfactory indicator of gender equality in tourism. 

   A tourism that fails to enhance women’s status socially and culturally would reinforce or worsen societal hierarchies involving gendered power relations. Studies have also shown that the seasonal and part-time low skilled jobs that characterize women’s employment in the tourism industry tend to mirror the social roles of women in patriarchal societies. Not surprisingly, the doors of tourism do not open to equal opportunities for women but to scary worlds of inequities and exploitation.

   Francesco Frangialli’s statement for the Tourism Day and civil society’s responses to its oversimplifying economic narrative provide an opportunity to rethink the question of gender structuring in tourism and its perilous consequences. The complexities of modern tourism, manifested in the ways in which it commoditizes space, inflicts on communities a sense of cultural loss, accentuates depravation by destruction of livelihoods through enclosures, perpetuates exploitative commercial sex, incorporates regions into slavish economic dependence and manipulates national and regional policies leading to alienation, displacement and disempowerment of local communities are profound questions that civil society organizations have been trying to foreground in the discussion on the impacts of tourism in Asia.

   Meanwhile, the Coastal Women Forum affiliated to the major Independent Fish Workers Federation (KSMTF) in Kerala , India, issued a call to boycott the World Tourism Day celebrations condemning its politics. They have clearly stated their preference for "a larger debate on the true nature of tourism development" challenging tourism's "questionable economic contributions and its negative impacts on women, local communities, environment and culture".

      Unfortunately, the UNWTO has not reciprocated this gesture for informed debate. (See also Cambodia section ‘sex tourism’).

BURMA

Campaign: FOR A CONTINUED TOURISM BOYCOTT
One month after the Burmese junta mounted a brutal crackdown on unarmed Buddhist monks and civilians protesting on the streets of Rangoon and elsewhere, Burma still remains gripped by fear. Independent sources say that some 200 people were killed. The junta meanwhile admitted that it detained nearly 3,000 people since the late-September crackdown and warned that it was going to target more people suspected of being involved in the anti-government demonstrations.


According to a 23 October Press Release by the Asian Human Rights Commission, “Hundreds have been rounded up from in and around protest sites, and in virtually every township of Rangoon there are reports of persons having left their homes in the morning who have not come back at night. But many more have been taken directly from their houses and offices around the country, especially members of the National League for Democracy, lawyers and human rights defenders.”


In this situation, it is of utmost importance to keep up the tourism boycott to Burma and to demand that foreign tourism-related companies will be effectively taken to task for their support of the brutal Burmese regime. It is a positive sign that human and labour rights organizations worldwide are now renewing their campaigns against all business operations with Burma. For instance, Britain's main trade union alliance called for a boycott of Burma tourism and for travel guide publishers Lonely Planet to drop its book on the country. "The people that know the country the best - its trade unions and the Burmese democracy movement - want the world's tourists to stay away from Burma," said Brendan Barber, general secretary of the Trades Union Congress (TUC). "The Lonely Planet book currently suggests that Burma is a perfectly acceptable holiday destination," Barber added.


Along with political and economic sanctions from the international community, the tourism boycott can help to bring down the dictatorship, which perpetuates repression and terror.  

JUNTA’S ECONOMIC MISMANAGENT CAUSES SUFFERING   

[The Irrawaddy: 17.10.07] - TWO of Rangoon's biggest hotels have closed their doors in what business owners say is a drastic downturn in the tourist industry and the overall economy following the pro-democracy demonstrations. Signs of a failed economy are everywhere, say business people. Teashops have fewer customers, day workers are relying on rice handouts from their employers and prostitutes are walking the streets in daylight— unembarrassed—trying to survive.

   According to business sources, the Kandawgyi Hotel and the Hotel Nikko have closed their doors for lack of customers. Many hotels in Rangoon are reportedly empty, and business has dried up at tourist agencies and airline offices.

    Business is suffering, following the demonstrations and the government's increase in fuel prices on August 15, which raised the cost of public transportation and increased food prices. “This situation really hit our pocket,” said one shop owner. Most businesses made only a small profit before fuel prices were increased, but since then, profits have gone to pay for increased fuel prices, he said, adding,  “There is inflation in Burma and the currency is losing more of its value,” he said.

   After August 15, gasoline and diesel fuel prices more than doubled, while the cost of compressed gas, used to power buses, increased five-fold, driving up ticket prices for those who depend on public transportation.

   In 1988, the unofficial exchange rate for 25 kyat was US$1; in the early 1990s, 100 kyat equalled US$1; currently, 1,300 kyat equal US$1 on the unofficial market.

   People have even cut back on going to the ever-popular tea shops, the traditional place for friends to gather, said one Rangoon resident. Now, he said, people try to save money any way they can. “Most people cannot eat meat because the price is skyrocketing," he said. "Meat prices increase about 200 kyat every week. Poor people now buy only vegetables because they are cheaper."

   Workers who rely on temporary day work are sometimes given rice by their employers, he said, which helps the very poor survive. The poorest families buy food one day at a time, he said. Even younger people with education who have jobs with large companies are feeling the strain. "All jobs are insecure,” he said.

   Rangoon sources said women who rely on prostitution to earn money can now be seen on Rangoon streets even in daylight. “Women are at the 10-mile highway bus station, around RC-2 (Regional College 2) and on Waizayanter Road trying to find customers," he said. "They are not embarrassed to be seen in the daytime. They are trying to survive too, and it's hard to find customers. People now only think about daily food.”

   A Burmese economist who lives in Thailand said a UN survey found that the average Burmese citizen used 70 percent of their income for food. “It is difficult to find a real money-making business in Burma at the moment," he said. "So many people are poorer. It's the sign of a failed economy.”   (
TOURISM IS NOT ‘BUSINESS AS USUAL’ THESE DAYS

[Financial Times Deutschland: 9.10.07; Australian Associated Press: 10.10.07] - ON its website, Diethelm Travel describes Burma as "truly the land that time forgot". It raves that Burma's three decades of "self-imposed isolation" have left a land of "unspoiled beauty and tranquillity" and an "emerald green'' countryside where "time seems to have stood still". 

   But in September, executives from Bangkok-based Diethelm and other regional travel agencies were busily evacuating their foreign guests from Burma, as the military regime’s evil side was on full display. Diethelm and other tour operators temporarily suspended operations in Burma. 
   Although the tour companies said they would soon reassess the situation to determine whether it is again safe for tourists, industry sources cautioned Burma's revival as a destination would depend on the junta's response to the recent mass uprising, and the deep-rooted problems that triggered public anger and despair. 
   The Orient-Express Hotels Trains and Cruises tourism group advised its guests to defer their trips to Burma until at least the end of October amid continuing unrest in the South-East Asian nation. The group owns The Governor's Residence in Rangoon, a five-star property, which it acquired last year as part of the Pansea group of hotels. It also owns the cruiser known as the Road to Mandalay, which travels the Irrawaddy River between Mandalay and Pagan and Mandalay and Bhamo. Orient-Express that features high on the Burma Campaign’s ‘Dirt List’ of companies for doing business in Burma insists the group is an ‘apolitical’ organization which supports opening the country to tourism as a catalyst for change. 
   The military regime claims it has the security situation under control, after thousands of protesters have been arrested and Buddhist monasteries forcefully emptied. 

   "There is a difference between whether you are secure, in terms of safety, and whether you think the country is in a state that it would make sense to go to as a tourist and enjoy yourself", said Maarten Groenveld. The Thailand-based executive at Diethelm Travel previously ran the company's Burma operation. "A lot of people will feel they should not go there now. How long does that take to wear off? It all depends on the solution." 

   Prospects for a quick rebound look distant. Tour operators acknowledged they had received many cancellations for the months ahead, normally the "high season" for Burma travel. The regime itself suspended issuing most visas as it sought to avoid public scrutiny. 

   "Burma as a tourist destination is a fantastic tourism product,” said Diethelm’s Groenveld. “We are all convinced that in the right circumstances, it could do very well. But the circumstances are not right, and they never have been."   (
CAMBODIA

Campaign: TRAVELLERS UNITE TO STOP SEX TOURISM!

[ethicaltraveller.org: Sept. 2007; Press Release Newswire: 16.9.07] – ASIDE from its unique culture and magnificent Khmer ruins, Cambodia has become notorious for a much darker attraction. The country is a source, destination and transit point for modern day slaves: men, women and children sold into the sex trade. 

   A coalition of four non-profit groups has launched a campaign to highlight the plight of children in Cambodia's sex trade. The effort, spearheaded by Berkeley-based Ethical Traveler, will arrange to send letters from travellers to Cambodia's Minister of Tourism, urging him to use his influence to end child sex slavery in the country. 

   "Cambodia relies on tourist dollars for much-needed foreign exchange," said Jeff Greenwald, Ethical Traveller’s Executive Director. "Child sex tourism is a threat to the future of this developing nation, and to its appeal as a legitimate travel destination." 

   Attitudes and laws in Cambodia must change in order to protect victims and punish sex slaveholders. Currently, officials often treat sex slaves as "illegal immigrants" and send them to prison, while their traffickers go free. 

   Sex tourism is a thriving industry in Cambodia, with male tourists paying high premiums for sex with children. NGOs like UNICEF and Save the Children estimate that 50,000 to 100,000 women and children are at risk. 

   "We have created a simple, easy and direct way for concerned people from around the world to write the government of Cambodia, urging it to take action to stop child prostitution," says Greenwald. "Tourism is a major economic force in Cambodia. By joining together, travellers can influence Cambodia to protect vulnerable children even as it protects its reputation as a world-class tourist destination." 

   Ethical Traveller’s campaign against child sex trafficking in Cambodia is being waged in association with Global Exchange, Not For Sale Campaign, and ECPAT - Cambodia. 

   For more information on this campaign, or to send a letter to the Cambodian Minister of Tourism, please visit: http://www.ethicaltraveler.org/cambodia . 

ANLONG VENG - A WEIRD TOURIST ATTRACTION
[Bangkok Post: 14.10.07] - ALMOST ten years after the defeat of the Khmer Rouge, the Cambodian government decided to turn Anlong Veng in the far north into a trade and tourism centre. Today, it is a booming border town, with Cambodians and Thais flocking there for business. Propaganda posters depicting idealized workers have been replaced by billboards advertising beer, cigarettes and condoms. Karaoke bars and brothels dot the town where army outposts once stood. But even with the Khmer Rouge regime gone, their ideology appears to have remained intact in their last stronghold, where they clung to power up until 1998, when the Cambodian army finally wiped out the rebel movement. 

   Kuch, who works at one of the many new guesthouses in the town, just minutes from the grave of former Khmer Rouge leader Pol Pot, looks back on the Khmer Rouge period with fondness. ''The Khmer Rouge leaders were always good to us,'' says Kuch, who goes by only one name. ''We always had enough food, everybody liked Ta Mok and Nuon Chea,'' he said, referring to the former Khmer Rouge leaders. Even after the arrest of Khmer Rouge mastermind Nuon Chea, residents of Anlong Veng cling to old beliefs about the defunct Maoist movement. 

   Prolonged negotiations between the UN and the Cambodian government saw Nuon Chea's arrest last month on charges of crimes against humanity. The ailing 82-year-old is accused of helping instigate one of the 20th century's worst mass-slaughters. More than one million Cambodians are thought to have died under the Khmer Rouge regime from 1974-1979. They emptied Cambodia's cities and killed nearly all of the country's intelligentsia; some were executed for simply understanding a foreign language. Rural areas were turned into virtual forced labour camps where hundreds of thousands starved. 

   The regime was ousted by a 1979 Vietnamese invasion, but the Khmer Rouge mounted an insurgency from Cambodia's eastern borders. Anlong Veng lies about 17kilometres south of the Thai border and was the last rebel stronghold to fall to the government. 

   Attitudes appear to have changed very little in the past decade, despite the now well-known tales of the brutality vented out by Pol Pot and his cadre. For many locals, the fall of the Khmer Rouge has brought uncertainty and vice. ''It was better before because the leaders protected us,'' said Daeng, a former soldier whose arm was disfigured from a gunshot wound sustained during the war. ''There are no jobs now and a lot of bad people have come to the city.'' 

      With widespread apathy in former Khmer Rouge areas, some observers wonder if the Khmer Rouge tribunal has failed to connect with ordinary people. Even the grave of Pol Pot is adorned with incense and locals often visit the site for good luck. When Ta Mok died in prison last year, hundreds turned out for the funeral, many crying at the fallen strongman's death. 

   The houses of former Khmer Rouge leaders have become mini-tourist attractions. The biggest is one of Ta Mok's houses in the town centre. A large map of Cambodia is painted on the wall, which in 1998 said that southern Vietnam was stolen from Cambodia. The label has since been scratched out by the Cambodian government. ''Ta Mok was a good man,'' said a guard near Ta Mok's house who did not want to be named. ''He used to go to Thailand and bring us back gifts.''   ( 

THAILAND

Opinion: AYUTTHAYA LIKELY TO BE AXED FROM UNESCO’S WORLD HERITAGE LIST
‘Our efforts to protect our national heritage are obviously motivated…by greed - such as making historical sites like Ayutthaya a draw for tourist dollars’, comments The Nation on the probable exclusion of Thailand’s ancient city from the heritage list. The following are excerpts from the newspaper’s editorial [The Nation: 24.10.07]

T

he government and people of Thailand celebrated the inclusion of the historic city of Ayutthaya on the UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization's World Heritage List in December 1991 with great pride and joy. In the immediate few years that followed the decision, while Thailand was still in the first flush of enthusiasm, great efforts were made to preserve the historical park, which includes the ruins of the royal palace and the ancient Buddhist temples that were destroyed in 1767 by the invading Burmese.

   Much was done to maintain it in good order for the benefit of future generations. Then complacency started to set in and the working relationship between government agencies began to turn sour.
   In the meantime, the ravaging effect of rapid urbanization in Ayutthaya province - where town and city planning was so poorly enforced - started to put pressure on the park area. Encroachment into the historical site by local people, emboldened by lax law enforcement, has become an issue over the past several years. Where once there was no trespassing, ugly modern buildings have sprung up right next to the park, and many of them are eyesores.

   The negligence of the government and the public has become so blatant that UNESCO has been compelled to remind Thailand of its obligation under the World Heritage Convention. Apparently, little has improved, and UNESCO will now make assessments in order to decide whether to keep Ayutthaya on the World Heritage List. Which explains the frenzied action currently being taken by the Fine Arts Department and the Culture Ministry to try to avert what could turn into a national embarrassment.
   There is no public sense of good custodianship over our national heritage, and that is why the government's negligence in its duty has gone almost unnoticed. In all probability, few people in the government and perhaps no members of the public remember the reason why Ayutthaya was put on the World Heritage List in the first place.

   It is not too late for the government and people of Thailand to clean up their act. Our efforts to protect our national heritage are obviously motivated more by greed - such as making historical sites like Ayutthaya a draw for tourist dollars - than by a sense of wanting to cherish and preserve it for posterity or wanting to share it with the rest of the world.

   We must get our priorities in order. A special government body with clear authority to require full cooperation from all agencies and local authorities should be set up to take good care of the historic city of Ayutthaya. Sufficient financial resources and manpower must be put at its disposal, and its performance must be judged against internationally accepted standards.   (
TOURISM AND INDIGENOUS PEOPLES RIGHTS 
– KAYAN SHACKLED BY THE NECK
[Agence France Presse: 15.9.07; Asian Tribune: 1.10.07; The Nation: 30.8.07] - THE UN General Assembly on 13 September adopted a declaration upholding the human, land and resources rights of the world’s 370 million Indigenous people. The declaration capping more than 20 years of debate at the UN also recognizes the right of Indigenous Peoples to self-determination and sets human rights standards for them. Victoria Tauli-Corpuz, the Philippine Chair of the UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, joined UN chief Ban Ki-moon in hailing the vote, saying, “It marks a major victory for Indigenous Peoples.”

   Indigenous Peoples worldwide are suffering gravely because their ancestral lands are seriously threatened by militarization, mining and logging operations, environmental contamination, privatization and classification of lands as protected areas as well as development projects, including (eco-/ethno-)tourism. 

   The rights of the Indigenous Peoples living in the borderlands of Laos, Burma and Thailand, continue to be abused on a daily basis. Take the case of the Kayan - or better known as Padaung or ‘Long Neck’ people, so called because their women wear multiple neck rings that elongate the neck. Coming from Burma to Mae Hong Son province in northern Thailand, the Kayan were put into artificial tourist villages – indeed ‘human zoos’, where visitors come to gawk at the unusual looking people. 
   The Burmese civil war, often viewed as genocide committed by Burma’s military against ethnic groups, has been raging off-and-on for a period of nearly 50 years. It is estimated that as many as two million refugees, many of them Indigenous people, have fled to Thailand. 

   Recently, the Mae Hong Son provincial government came up with a new project to gather all ‘Long Neck’ people into one tourist village on a plot of land near Baan Huai Poo Kaeng. “The community can become a Mae Hong Son selling point,” said Pongdej Tipyoo, the governor. He denied, however, that the new tourist attraction would become a ‘human zoo’. “We won’t manage profit-making activities, and we won’t collect any admission fee,” he claimed.   

   Prasit Leeprechaa, a lecturer at Chiang Mai University who himself is an Indigenous Hmong, explained that the Kayan have four options: “Live in a tourist village, become official refugees, go back to the war in Burma, or number four, now some countries like New Zealand offer them a chance to go live in cultural tourism villages abroad.” But these are only real options if the Indigenous people are made aware of their rights, which most are not. The ‘Long Neck’ people are typically singled out, because of their appearance, scooped up and deposited in the tourism villages, before reaching the UN camps. Allowing them to gain refugee status would not be in the best business interest of tourism promoters.

   All legal residents of Thailand are given some type of ID card, with various rights attached. While Thai citizens get the most rights, legal immigrants may be granted rights such as employment or residence. But the Kayan in the tourist villages have no legal status; therefore, they have no rights of residence, employment, or freedom of movement in Thailand. 

   In Burma, the Kayan would be engaging in agriculture, as well as hunting and gathering forest products, as their people have done for centuries. But in the Thai tourism village, they work as full time sellers of trinkets. Normally, the Kayan culture would be tied to the land, the forest, and the agricultural rhythms. As tourism gimmicks and salespeople, however, the people have lost their culture completely. 
   Many Indigenous people in northern Thailand have been living under tremendous pressure because they have no citizenship and, thus, no legal right of residence, no right to property ownership, and as far as they know, no access to legal recourse. Add to this the ever present threat of deportation to Burma, where there is no end of the war in sight, what can they do to stand up for themselves?   ( 
YUNNAN/ CHINA

370 MILLION CHINESE ON TOUR DURING ‘GOLDEN WEEK’ 

[Asia News: 9.10.07; Can West News Service (Canada): 1.10.07; China Daily: 8.10.07] – SOME 370 million Chinese were on the move in the first week of October, filling seats in every plane, boat, train, bus and car available to take advantage of Golden Week. They went en masse to shop in Hong Kong, to gamble in Macao, to lie in the simmering autumn sunshine on Hainan Island, to visit Shangri-La in Yunnan Province and to Beijing to see the wonders of the Forbidden City and the Summer Palace. Others went home to the provinces to see families they only have the leisure to visit once or twice a year.

   "It's the time of the year you absolutely don't want to travel," one expatriate advised. "It's crazy. Stay put and enjoy the peace and quiet."

   Since 1999, the government has decreed every Chinese worker should enjoy three mandatory vacations a year - the Golden Weeks. This autumn holiday, the Spring Festival, which coincides with the Lunar New Year, usually late in January or early in February, and the Labour Day holiday beginning May 1 are the only chances for many Chinese to travel.

   Originally the idea was introduced on a trial basis to stimulate spending - and it worked. On that first Golden Week, in October 1999, the government was astounded that 28 million people opted to play tourist in their own country and dug deep into their pockets to spend US$1.62 billion. Golden Weeks quickly became a permanent part of the calendar and since then the Chinese have spent more and more each year at tourist hot spots across the country - a total of more than US$70 billion over seven years up to last May, according to official statistics. Added to it are the economic spin-offs such wild spending sprees generate, and the value to the economy is likely three or four times higher still.

   But there are visible cracks in this ‘golden egg’. So many people on the move at the same time has made Golden Week travel a nightmare. Flights are overbooked, trains and buses are jammed and the highways are congested in every direction. And once travellers do get to their longed-for destination, more often than not they find tourists sites mobbed, hotel rates sky-high and even soft drink vendors charging ridiculous prices in hopes of cashing in on the bonanza.

   "The quality of people's travelling experiences has been negatively influenced during the past six years due to contradictions between consumer demands and service capacity," said Wang Zhifa, vice-director of China's National Tourism Administration (CNTA). 
   In order to relieve the increasingly heavy burden placed on its hot tourist attractions during the "Golden Weeks", the Chinese government China is now planning to rearrange its public holidays, the Hong Kong-based Wen Wei Po newspaper recently revealed. It reported that the CNTA had drafted a proposal suggesting several adjustment strategies. The proposal is expected to be submitted to the National People's Congress for discussion.   (
KUNMING’S LAKE DIANCHI HOPELESSLY POLLUTED

Edited from a longer report by Jonathan Adams [Newsweek International: 24.9.07]
Zhang Zhengxiang jabs his finger angrily over the water, which shimmers a bright, fluorescent green. That's the color of the toxic algae that now clogs large swaths of the high-altitude, freshwater Lake Dianchi for most of the year. The water may be pretty from a distance, but it's a sign that the lake is profoundly sick. Before the early 1980s, says Zhang, this was a swimming area, and shrimp from the lake were a prized delicacy at high-end restaurants in Shanghai, Beijing and elsewhere. Now the lake's shrimp are inedible, and the toxins in the algae make swimming a decidedly unpleasant experience. "If you go in, your skin will turn red immediately," says a disgusted Zhang.

   China's breakneck economic development has resulted in the world's fastest-growing toxic-algae problem. On the coasts, monster blooms of algae—the "red tides"—have already made many areas a misery of muck, devastating fisheries and tourism. However, toxic blooms on China's freshwater lakes and reservoirs are even more worrisome, since they can have an impact on critical tap-water supplies. This summer the worst-ever such blooms were a media focus in China, as one lake and reservoir after another fell victim to poisonous goop. In May a blue-green algae bloom on Lake Tai caused mass panic when it contaminated the water supply of two million residents of the city of Wuxi, in Jiangsu province. Huge blooms were also reported on Lake Chao, further inland. And in late July, 100,000 residents in the northeast city of Changchun went waterless when a toxic bloom appeared on a key reservoir.

   The ground zero of China's toxic-algae problem is Lake Dianchi, in the southwestern Yunnan province. The situation is so bad that the nearby city of Kunming is now forced to gets its drinking water from upstream reservoirs instead of the lake. For at least five years running, Dianchi's water has rated 5 or more on a key water-quality index, meaning it's completely useless. One reason: officials can't divert river water into Lake Dianchi to help flush out toxic algae blooms, as they can with lakes further downstream in the Yangtze River system. That's because it's too high—nearly two kilometres above sea level—and fed by small mountain springs, or rivers that are themselves polluted. Nitrogen and phosphorus pour in from all sides and accumulate, turning the lake into the equivalent of a 200-sq-km clogged toilet bowl.

   The only real solution to China's freshwater algae problem is to curb the amount of phosphorus-rich pollutants that enter the water. That won't be easy. At Lake Dianchi, US$660 million has been spent on reducing industrial pollutants, building sewage-treatment plants, intercepting polluted water and banning detergents containing phosphorus. 
   But the situation remains dire. One reason, say environmentalists, is that the government hasn't been willing to crack down on fertilizer use. By one estimate, 40 per cent of pollutants that pour into the lake come from agricultural run-off that continues unabated. The farms on the lake's eastern shore produce massive crops of roses and other popular flowers for markets in Asia and beyond. Farmers douse fields with fertilizer to increase yield. 
   One elderly couple wrapping bundles of flowers at a lakeside farm said that lake water was pumped up the banks to irrigate the flower fields, and then drained—untreated—back into the lake. Bright green algae floated in the drainage ditches dug between fields lined with plastic hutches. Such farms provide livelihoods and critical growth for the local economy—even as they dump noxious chemicals into the nearby lake. "We've been using too much fertilizer in agriculture," says Liu Hongliang, a retired environmental-engineering expert. "[Lake algae] will become more and more serious in the coming years."   (
