new frontiers

Briefing on Tourism, Development and Environment Issues in the Mekong Subregion

Vol. 13, No. 6



                           

     November-December 2007
THE REGION

MEDICAL TOURISM BOOM TRIGGERS DEBATE
[Washington Post: 31.10.07; World Health Care Blog: 30.11.07; New Public Radio (USA): 29.11.07; Forbes Magazine: 13.12.07; treatmentabroad.net: Dec. 2007] - MEDICAL tourism is now a US$40 billion business globally, with Asian nations - notably India, Singapore, Thailand and Malaysia - becoming popular destinations for treatment and surgery. It is an industry that is heavily promoted and even receives subsidies and incentives from governments in developing countries with the argument that is earns much-needed foreign exchange and benefits local economies. But is it acceptable for poor countries to focus on medical care services for rich tourists when the majority of their citizens has no access to proper health care services?  
   The issue is increasingly debated particularly in the US as American companies specializing on medical tourism services are cropping up across the country, and people packing their bags most frequently are Americans. "It's exploding, right now, this year," says Josef Woodman, author of Patients Beyond Borders: Everybody's Guide to Affordable, World-class Medical Tourism. "Medical tourism isn't a gimmick, it's not fun in the sun, like the press used to say. It's become a component of the larger global health care landscape, and because of that, there are business opportunities out there." 

   Websites facilitate medical tourism worldwide and allow potential patients to comb through vacation-like packages for procedures and destinations as if they were going on a honeymoon. The website treatmentabroad.net offers news items in such as “ Philippines enjoys ‘new wave’ of medical tourism”, “Vietnam offers latest cosmetic surgery technology”, “India to invest US6.5billion in medical tourism” and “Buttock enlargement surgery in Thailand”. 
   In August, the Medical Tourism Association launched in West Palm Beach, Florida, and just debuted its magazine, Medical Tourism Magazine. The association also has a conference planned in Washington, DC for early November. 

   The International Medical Tourism Forum recently held a conference in Goa, India, and the International Medical Travel Conference has an upcoming summit taking place in Manila, Philippines. 

   Not only Americans and Europeans are travelling abroad for medical services. ArabMedicalTourist.com for example directs Arabs to countries like South Africa and Singapore. 

  In a recent opinion piece posted at the World Health Care Blog, American health care expert Scott MacStravic discussed the negative impacts of medical tourism for Third World countries. 

   “The globalization of health care is reflected in at least two trends that are arguably good for the United States, but bad for other countries,” he wrote. “The first is the tendency for shortages of health professionals in the US to create large flows of emigration of such professionals from their home countries, which incurred the costs of training them, but get nothing from their investment, except perhaps for money sent home by well-paid immigrants who share their wealth with family left at home. Huge numbers of nurses and physicians have emigrated in the past, and though visas are tougher to get with homeland security regulations, they continue to emigrate in large numbers. Over half of the primary physicians in this country came from other countries, for example. This necessarily causes shortages of physicians and nurses in the countries that trained them, while enabling the US to get by at least. And while arguably the immigrants and America both gain from this phenomenon, the residents of the countries from which they came clearly do not, rather lose both taxpayer investments that don’t pay off, and sources of care that they need as well. 

   MacStravic  further argued: “While we ‘repay’ many such countries to some extent by sending Americans overseas, often to many of the same countries that supplied needed manpower, even that is adding a cost as well. While ‘medical tourism’ is responsible for delivering millions of dollars to foreign countries, such as India, Brazil, and Thailand, for example, it is also using home-grown health care resources, and depriving citizens of these countries of sources of care they need as well.” 

    In Thailand, medical tourism has already created a significant shortage of doctors because Thai physicians can make so much more money working for private hospitals that serve this lucrative market that few are willing to work in public hospitals, upon which most Thais depend for their own medical care. 

   Medical reporter Jon Hamilton said: “When medical tourists come to Bangkok, they usually go to places like Bumrungrad Hospital. It's a private facility, downtown, near the fancy hotels. It has a sushi bar, interpreters who speak Arabic and Mandarin, and VIP suites with marble bathrooms. Most Thais can't afford it. They're more likely go across town to Siriraj Hospital, along the banks of the Chao Phraya River. Siriraj was founded by the royal family more than a century ago to provide free care to the Thai people. It treats more than 2 million patients a year. The outpatient waiting room looks a bit like Grand Central Station. On a very hot day. With no air conditioning. Hundreds of patients are squeezed onto old wooden benches. Many more are slumped in wheelchairs or lying on gurneys.”
   Unfortunately, Thai doctors do not get sufficient pay for working at public hospitals, so many will not. The ones who do tend to moonlight at private facilities.

   The Forbes magazine recently ran an article on how foreign investors can cash in on the medical tourism boom in developing countries - by buying stock in countries' medical infrastructure, like hospitals, airports and medical record management companies. It featured an interview with David A. Semple, portfolio manager of the Van Eck Global that manages the firm's emerging-market fund. The fund, with a 1.95 per cent expense ratio, is up 38 per cent in 2007, besting its benchmark by 13 per cent. 
   One medical tourism play Semple recommended is Thailand's Bumrungrad International Hospital in Bangkok. "It's certainly better than any hospital I've ever been to in the US or the UK," he said, noting the hospital has a doorman and is home to a Starbucks. 
   Semple further recommended to invest in tourism-related companies that are known to profit directly and indirectly from the globalization of health care; Minor International, for example, a Thailand-focused company that owns 630 restaurants and 15 hotels and resorts in Asia. Semple said many medical tourists will choose to stay in posh accommodations, which means those owned by Minor, which operates properties under the Four Seasons and Marriott names. Minor's net income has risen 236 per cent since 2003, and the company's sales are up 57 per cent during that period. And although the stock is up 32 per cent year-to-date, Semple still expected rising figures, given the strong demand for high-end facilities in the region.
    Semple also picked the Airports of Thailand (AoT) for investment because to get to Thailand, most people need to fly and must use the company's facilities. This is Semple’s most expensive pick, but he cited the company's real estate holdings, which extend beyond Bangkok and into provincial airports like Chiang Mai and Chiang Rai in northern Thailand, and Hat Yai and Phuket in the south.
   As with Third World tourism in general, medical tourism is largely dominated by transnational corporations so the claim that the globalization of health care benefits Third World economies needs to be seriously questioned.   ( 
CHINA HOSTS INTERNATIONAL CHILD SEX TOURISM CONFERENCE

[Reuters News: 12.12.07; Reuters AlertNet: 11.12.07; Radio Australia: 14.12.2007] - CHILD sex tourism, a major problem in the Asia-Pacific, was recently addressed at the Coordinated Mekong Ministerial Initiative against Trafficking meeting in Beijing from 12 to 14 December. With tourism booming, the spin off has been the increase in predators marking the region as a huge market to engage in under-age sex. 
   World Vision's director of advocacy in the Asia Pacific, Lawrence Gray said the countries of the Greater Mekong Sub-region (GMS) taking part in the conference will come up with a joint agreement. "China Thailand, Vietnam, Lao, Cambodia, Myanmar [Burma] - they're giving their approvals to the plan that has been developed for work to combat trafficking in a range of areas," he said. "One of those is linked to tourism and children have been trafficked in areas where there is sex tourism."
    With tourists to the GMS close to 18 million annually, World Vision's Cambodia representative, Abid Gulzar, said the flow-on effect has increased opportunities for regional child sex tourists. "Because of the development of infrastructure, availability of access is relatively easy now, that's why it’s booming," he said.
   Following a request from GMS governments, World Vision and the UN Inter-Agency Project on Human Trafficking (UNIAP) commissioned a study into tourist-based exploitation in the region. Entitled ‘Sex, Sun and Heritage: Tourism Threats and Opportunities in South East Asia,’ the report reveals the ugly side to the economic promise tourism brings. Families and individuals are drawn in to economic hubs as demand for construction and entertainment services grow. These are most noticeable at international centers close to air links and border points as a result of increased tourism in the Mekong region. It is here, where the demand has fueled the growth of services and where exploitation can and does occur. 

     In order to deter human trafficking, China has resorted to particularly harsh punishments, including the death penalty. According to the UN Children's Fund, 250,000 Chinese women and children fell victim to trafficking in 2003. Du Hangwei, head of the Ministry of Public Security's Criminal Investigation Department told the conference that the government had stepped up publicity campaigns and opened border liaison offices as well as centers for people rescued from trafficking. 
   "China has made notable achievements through further enhanced cooperation with countries in the Mekong region, international organizations and NGOs, and large-scale prevention and combat of trafficking as well as positive assistance for victims," said Du Hangwei. Transfer centers for repatriation have been opened in the southern region of Guangxi, which borders Vietnam and Yunnan that shares a long border with Burma, Laos and Vietnam, he added.   ( 
BURMA
A ‘DECEPTIVELY CALM’ COUNTRY
A report by Kim Williams, first published by The Irrawaddy (Dec. 2007)

T

he glimmering pagoda seems to attract people like a large golden magnet. Trishaws are slowly pedalled through the darkness as if the passing of time does not exist. “It seems so calm,” says one of the group, a local writer. “Deceptively calm. People are so angry. Anything can happen, any time.”

   Everyone in the small group, seated at a table in downtown Rangoon, has witnessed the September demonstrations and the brutal crackdown at firsthand. Their recollections tumble out. “They beat skulls as if they were crushing ice in a bag…Never in the history of our country have the pagodas been so empty…We have no words to describe this…If we give up now, it will be 50 years before we get another chance…It is the beginning of the end.” 

  Talking to foreigners has always been an act of defiance in Burma. And for many Burmese, words are all they have these days to battle the regime.  So they speak, as soon as they sense a chance—about what they saw, what they feel and think, and about what they want to do.

   In Mandalay, a self-assured activist frowned when asked if the protests were over. “If we were so naive to think that we could bring about change at this one time we would deserve rulers like these,” he said. He gave his own version of Aung San Suu Kyi’s famous words “Fear is a habit”—saying, “We should not let fear poison us, because then we can’t do anything.” 

   A monk sitting next to him agreed and was keen to point out that his pagoda was continuing the religious boycott against the military. “The violence against the monks by the armed forces was a major sin, according to the Buddhist principles. There is no forgiveness for it.” 

   In a remote town in Arakan State, a young monk who participated in the demonstrations struggled to control his anger, and the words just spilled out. “The future life of the military will be very bad. They will not go to hell, but to a place below there.” His voice became so loud that an older monk had to raise the volume of his incantation to drown him out as he prayed with a visiting family of pilgrims.

   In a nearby Muslim quarter, two men recounted how they took to the streets in support of demonstrating monks. “For the first time in our life we felt a sense of solidarity with the Buddhist Burmese,” said one.

   Back in Rangoon, a young female student said: “My classmates never believed that 1988 really happened. Now they have seen the brutality of the military with their own eyes, and they want to do something.” 

   In a modern sports center, a businessman of Chinese origin said after watching BBC coverage of the demonstrations “this government is very cruel,” and then walked rapidly away as if he feared being overheard.

   Many Burmese with whom I talked said they want to give initiatives for political change a chance, but after years of disappointments they are skeptical. The realities and hardships of just scraping together an existence were uppermost in many people’s minds. “I live from day to day,” said one. 

   “The harvest doesn’t look too good this year, so that is my main worry,” said a young woman working in a rice paddy in the countryside near Rangoon. Asked about the protests in Rangoon, she shrugged: “I only watch government TV. How do I know what to believe?” 

   As night falls in Rangoon, the writer in our group surveys the quiet streets where only weeks ago thousands defied the regime. “Our city is so beautiful. And yet the generals are too afraid of their own people to live here.” 

   He laughs as if that thought is his revenge for what Rangoon has had to suffer. “The regime reminds me of a woman cancer patient. Every day she puts on make-up and puts flowers in her hair. She will never confess to her illness, but she will somehow have to deal with it.”   (
... AND IN TOURISM, IT’S QUIET TOO 
[Democratic Voice of Burma: 3.12.07] - Media coverage of the bloody crackdown in September had a strong negative impact on tourism. Outraged at the violence in which at least 15 people were killed, the United States, European Union and other Western nations tightened or announced new trade and investment sanctions. Images of soldiers firing on protesting monks and citizens were splashed across newspapers and on television screens worldwide, prompting cancellations by tour operators.

   Tourism workers in Burma noted a significant drop in the number of foreign visitors this year following the military’s violent actions in September. A hotel manager in Pagan, Mandalay, said that there had been a marked decrease in the number of tourists travelling to Burma compared with last year.

   "Normally, this hotel would already be full by this time of the year, but now, only 20 out of our 80 hotel rooms are occupied," the manager said.

   Another hotel manager in Mandalay said that there was a 50 per cent drop in the number of tourists compared with other years, but said that he could not talk about the reasons for the decline. "You know why that is. But it's not okay for me to tell you," he said.

   In Nyaung Shwe, Shan State, a guest house owner at Inlay Lake, said: "There are still tourists. But the number of customers we receive this year is too low compared with last year – it has dropped to 25 per cent of what it was,” said the owner.   (
CAMBODIA

MEKONG DISCOVERY TRAIL PLAN SPARKS CONTROVERSY
The Mekong Discovery Trail is designed to lure tourist dollars, but at what cost? In order to protect the Irrawaddy dolphin from distinction, for example, the project developed by the UN World Tourism Organization, wants to turn  fisherfolks  along the Mekong into tourism service providers against the will of many villagers, according to a recent AFP report (12.12.07).  The animals’ survival is crucial to tourism’s success, officials claim. The ambitious project,  drawn up by foreign consultants and labeled as “ecotourism” and “pro-poor tourism” , tends to overlook the basic needs of local people and may destroy  the Khmer character of the countryside, suggests  Vincent MacIssac. 
The following is a shortened version of his article for The Nation [10.11.07].

U

nited Nations tourism experts plan to transform a stop on the backpacker trail through Indochina into a major destination.
   Not much moves in Kratie besides the Mekong. It's a town offering unbelievable sunsets - and no good reason to remain awake afterwards. Instead of lorries there are pony-drawn carts. Spacious rooms in French colonial mansions go for US$5 a night, and there's not a single building taller than the trees that line the riverside boulevard. A perfect breather: a town that seems to be immersed in a deep, meditative state.

   Even the handful of food sellers along the river are lethargic, flopping over stalls like they're there of habit, or taking up space until droves from Phnom Penh return for the Khmer New Year festival, when they will picnic on the hundreds of islets exposed just north of the town when the Mekong drains to a sprawling collection of bubbly streams. 

   But, this may change. Kratie has been selected as the starting point of what will become the Mekong River Discovery Trail, a 200-km ‘ecotourism’ strip along the river all the way to Laos. The trail is part of Cambodia's drive to diversify its lucrative tourism industry from almost exclusive reliance on Siem Reap - the town adjacent to Angkor's temple complexes. There, hotel rooms go for hundreds of dollars a night while some of the world's most expensive spas offer spiritually traumatized tourists one-on-one healing sessions with "life coaches" flown in from the States.

   From July to September experts from the United Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) scoured Kratie and its adjacent countryside, planning urban renewal projects as well as a list of attractions to hype. "Kratie should position itself in the regional tourism market as the 'tourism gateway and service centre for northeast Cambodia' - providing high-quality (value-for-money) accommodations and services along the route between Laos, northeast Cambodia, Vietnam and Phnom Penh," they concluded.

   This goal seems a bit far-fetched, especially to anyone who has endured the bus ride from Phnom Penh. Kratie remains beyond the reach of most leisure travelers. But, after the stressful journey, Kratie soothes. The town is situated on a luxurious and expansive curve of the Mekong.
   Up until now, Kratie's foreign visitors have been backpackers travelling to and from Laos: the town is a pit stop on their trail through Indochina, a trail gradually being transformed into a highway. There is a handful of western residents: eccentric restaurant and guesthouse owners and earnest staff of NGOs.

   With only a trickle of westerners passing through, Cambodians making a living catering to them are few in number and you almost never run into one with hospitality training. Consequently conversations, albeit brief, remain genuine and laden with surprise, though the language barrier can be intense. Kratie remains one of those increasingly rare destinations where its people are as intrigued by you as you are by them.

   The UN experts, however, arrived at a different conclusion. The lack of English in Kratie creates a ‘psychological gap’ between local residents and tourists that leaves the latter "not feeling at home", their report warns. Hotel workers sometimes stare at western guests "as if they have seen a new species", they say. 

   Even the bus from Phnom Penh shocked these world travellers. "There is no exchange of information between tourist and bus crew during the entire seven-hour journey. It stops at Cambodian restaurants where tourists are shocked at the sight of and the way local delicacies (spiders, crickets, etc) are sold," the report observes.

   The document is the culmination of the first phase of an US$800,000 project jointly funded by the UN, the Dutch development agency SNV and the Cambodian government.  In 10 years, the report projects - perhaps naively - more than a quarter of a million foreign tourists will visit Kratie annually. An additional 640 hotel rooms will be needed to accommodate them, and 1,200 jobs will be created. Local farmers and fisher folk will require hospitality training: they'll need to be taught that the customer is always right. 

   Jay Blakeney, the UN consultant in charge of the Mekong project, admits most in the area aren't interested in tourism, and few have even heard of ‘ecotourism’. Surveys found they want better hygiene, education for their children and roads, he says. But Cambodia's government has an abysmal record of addressing - or even acknowledging - the most basic needs of its people, and there are few signs that this will change. Still, optimistic officials say, it is possible to develop infrastructure for tourists - improved waste management and utilities, for example - in ways that will benefit Cambodians. And the UN consultants included one whose expertise was developing ‘pro-poor tourism’. (Her daily fee was more than 10 times the monthly income of most Cambodians.)

   The northeast is the country's poorest region in terms of cash. Most people there live on less than half a dollar a day, officials say. (These are crop- and fish-based economies so measuring income in terms of cash can be misleading.) However, the fishing villages along the upper Mekong have seen catches plunge since river guards were employed last year to protect the 100 or so Mekong dolphins still hanging on in nine deep pools between Kratie and Laos. Zoning restrictions and bans on certain types of fishing that endanger the dolphins - the use of gill nets, dynamite and electric shock - mean the villagers are restricted to catching small fish. 

   The dolphins will be the main attraction of the discovery trail, but their survival is far from assured. (The project was originally named the Mekong River Dolphin Discovery Trail but the word ‘dolphin’ was dropped from the title in case they became extinct, one official confided. This was denied by another official, who said the idea was to promote the river as a whole rather than focus solely on the dolphins.) 

   Conservationists and tourism officials agree finding alternative income for the fishing villages is key to protecting the dolphins. The problem is that there are few alternatives, and the fishermen are becoming desperate. Three were jailed after being caught electrocuting fish. Villagers say with just small nets and traps they can catch enough to feed themselves but not enough to sell. 

   Some, like Lee Srimon in Kampi village, have switched from fishing to carving wooden dolphins and other trinkets to sell to tourists, but this supports few. For Blakeney, the way to get local residents involved is to offer them the right to manage resources and charge fees, so outsiders are prevented from taking control. Ensuring this happens will require more than a plan.   (
SIEM REAP’S TOURISM HYPE HIDES HARSH REALITIES

[The Nation: 27.10.07; 8.12.07; 20.12.07; International Herald Tribune: 8-9.12.07] - “WITH Angkor Wat – the spectacular, multi-tier 12th-century Hindu temple – standing as the centerpiece of town, Siem Reap is no doubt a great destination for cultural buffs,” enthuses a travel writer for The Nation in a promotional piece for the luxury Sofitel hotel group, adding, “…it is with great relief that the well-off traveller comes across the centre for high-living and hedonism known as the Sofitel Phokeethra Royal Angkor Golf & Spa Resort, which is brimming with good old charming colonial architecture and a spacious courtyard.”

   Introducing Cambodia as “Asia’s newest golfing destination”, asia-adventures.com claims “the real golfing excitement is in Siem Reap, the home of the magnificent Angkor temples”. In early 2007, the Sofitel Phokeethra Country Club was ready for play, and recently, in December, the Nick Faldo-designed PGA-standard Angkor Golf Course opened its doors to guests. “By having an internationally acclaimed golf course in Siem Reap, we will now attract golf travellers, who generally have a large disposable income," said Adam Robertson, the manager of the Angkor Golf Course, which is located right next to the temple complex, a UNESCO World Heritage site.
   The Cambodian government is making all-out efforts to turn Siem Reap into a destination for the rich and those who love big spectacles.  Over the Christmas and New Year’s holidays, the Culture and Fine Arts Department for example organized an extravagant light-, sound- and dance show - ‘The Legend of Angkor Wat: When History comes to Life’ - in the midst of the venerable sanctuary.

    However, not all Cambodians are happy with Siem Reap’s frenzied tourism development, which only benefits the urban business community. Moen Chhean Nariddh from Phnom Penh recently expressed his dismay over the Angkor extravaganza as follows:
   “Tourists can easily return home with a happy memory of a visit to Cambodia after seeing the splendid night performance that revives the scene at the [Angkor] temple centuries ago. They may laud the rapid development that has swept through Siem Reap, which is being renamed ‘Angkor City’.

“…an extraordinarily glorious city is only pleasant to the eyes but inside the heart is suffering.”
- Krom Ngoy, Khmer poet

   However, if visitors happen to travel just a few kilometers out of town, they may feel that things have turned upside down, like heaven and earth. The illuminating temples, beautiful hotels, souvenir shops, restaurants, night markets and other concrete buildings disappear into darkness. This exciting scene is replaced by gloomy, wrecked huts that can only be noticed by the feeble light from the kerosene lamps that spread throughout the rural area.

   Like elsewhere in Cambodia, the rapid development in Siem Reap seems to have taken its toll. Many of the inhabitants in the huts outside the town, and some of those buried in the graveyards, might be former dwellers who were forced to move out as the town developed and [business people from outside] moved in. Despite the booming multi-million-dollar tourism industry, Siem Reap is still among the poorest provinces in Cambodia, where people can hardly make ends meet.

    The spectacular stage show in front of the famed Angkor Wat has betrayed many people, including the temple itself, where ancient artifacts have been looted and the faces of many apsara dancers on the walls have been removed.

   For poor Cambodians, they can still recall the warning by the late renowned Khmer poet, Krom Ngoy, who described a developed town as ‘an extraordinarily glorious city that is only pleasant to the eyes but inside the heart is suffering’.”

   In this context, it is particularly urgent to address the problem of forced land evictions – a major cause of suffering for many Cambodians. Dispossession and forced resettlements are commonplace all over the country as valuable land is sold for tourism purposes and other developments. Land rights are a sensitive issue as the laws outlining legal land ownership are often ignored or circumvented. (
THAILAND
3 YEARS AFTER - THE POLITICS OF POST-TSUNAMI TOURISM

LAND GRABBERS REWARDED AS PRICES JUMP

[Asia Property Report: 17.12.07; The Nation: 30.11.07; 26.12.07] – THREE years after the 26 Decmber tsunami, more than 35,000 households in 160 affected villages in the southern provinces are still having legal problems with land ownership, as tourism developers and financiers are filing lawsuits demanding their eviction and possession of seaside plots on which they are planning to build resorts and hotels. General Surin Phikulthong, a deputy head of a government committee on land disputes, said unclear ownership had occurred long before the 2004 tsunami, but the problem was now intensifying because everyone involved wanted to claim "hot property" due to the tourism boom in these coastal provinces.

    "The land grabs from seaside communities affected by the tsunami were unconscionable," said Suwit Thonghom, chief lawyer of the Andaman Law and Community Rights Centre. As Andaman communities commemorated the loss of thousands of their loved ones on the third anniversary of the tragedy, Suwit and his alliance were preparing a proposal to the government to amend the 1954 Land Act to allow community consultation in issuing future land titles. This would enable people in communities to effectively fight the illegal land grabs by tourism and real estate developers.
   Meanwhile, however, the Treasury Department has completed its four-year assessment of land prices, confirming what property industry executives have known for quite some time: Land prices in Andaman tourist destinations are exploding and investors are making huge profits from land acquisitions. Industry executives say land prices in some areas have jumped two, three or even seven times in some areas since 2004,
   Coastal fronts are flush with money from property companies. „Between now and 2009, a score of large five-star hotels and residential projects will be built in Phuket, Phang Nga and Krabi provinces,“ said Bill Barnett, who heads C9 Hotelworks, one of Phuket’s top realty agencies.

   Land prices in Phuket increased about 160% over the past four years, more than any other province. Land in Phuket’s Thalang District reportedly jumped the most at 205%, while land plots near Laguna Phuket shot up to an appraised value of 30,000 baht (US$909) per square wah this year from 5,000 baht (US$152) per square wah in 2004 (1 square wah = 4 square metres). Meanwhile, premium land along Patong Beach nearly doubled to 94,000 baht (US$2,848) per square wah. Plots off main roads also tended to double, but only to about 1,000 baht (US$30) per square wah. 
   Property executives say that market land prices can vary tremendously depending on location. Beachfront plots on the west coast of Phuket are very scarce, and land can sell for 50,000-62,500 baht (US$1,515-1,893) per square wah. On the rest of the island, land can fetch 25,000-37,500 baht  (US$757-1,136) per square wah. These prices are similar to those in Koh Samui, Hua Hin and Pattaya.   (  

MIGRANT WORKERS NEED CARE

[Medecins Sans Frontieres: 18.12.07] - ON occasion of International Migrants Day on December 18, Medecins Sans Frontieres (MSF), an NGO that has supported migrant workers in the tsunami-hit province Phang Nga,  called on the Thai government to step up its efforts to improve the situation for the millions of migrant workers living in Thailand. The following is excerpted from the MSF statement: 

   In Phang Nga, where MSF has been working with this marginalized population for nearly three years, few have access to basic health care. The main barrier these people face is the complex and long registration process, which then allows them to get a health card. Without the card, they have to pay the full cost of their medical care, but most can't afford it as they have very low-paid jobs.

   Nearly three years after the tsunami, Phang Nga province is undergoing an impressive economic recovery in tourism, agriculture and the fishery industries, towards which migrant workers have been widely contributing. Yet few can reap the benefit of their work, even in terms of basic human rights like access to health. Besides the language barrier and a general lack of knowledge regarding health issues, the constant fear of being arrested and deported also prevents migrants from seeking adequate care.

   In Phang Nga, this situation has even worsened. A provincial decree introduced in June 2007 has restricted the movement of documented migrants and strengthened the implementation of the arrest and deportation policy for undocumented migrants. Migrants have to respect a curfew and the decree forbids them to own a mobile phone or gather in groups of more than five people outside their living compounds. These measures have compounded the atmosphere of fear and mistrust between the migrants and the local Thai community. Some of our patients in need of urgent medical treatment have even refused to come to the hospital for fear of being arrested or harassed by the police or the local Thai population.   (   
SIX KAYAN WOMEN ‘KIDNAPPED’ FOR SHOW

[The Nation: 13.11.07] – Six persons from the ‘long-neck’ Kayan tribe were allegedly kidnapped from a village in Mae Hong Son province in September by a private tour company, revealed a report in The Nation in November. The company has since forced the six to display themselves for tourists in a resort in Chiang Mai's Mae Tang district, according to a relative of a victim, who received a call from a kidnapped girl. Meanwhile, international NGOs have condemned businesses in Chiang Mai using the Kayan to attract tour groups, in what they refer to as ‘human zoos’. 

   Ya Thae - the husband of a woman kidnapped in Baan Huay Pu Kang in Mae Hong Son's Padong Hill Tribe Conservation Community - said he found his family missing after returning home from picking up his son from school on September 24. His wife Ma-se, aged 34, was gone along with his son aged eight and daughter, aged six. They had disappeared with three other children from Baan Huay Sue Tao. 

   An official in charge of the Kayan community in Baan Huay Sue Tao, said she had received a phone call on November 3 from Mali, a girl who had disappeared weeks earlier. The girl said she managed to call by borrowing a cell-phone from a tourist who went to the resort in Chiang Mai province. The victims were forced to show themselves to tourists at the resort in Mae Tang - in return for a salary of Bt4,000 per month. The girl said they were threatened with death if they tried to escape. 

   The six kidnapped Karen have been given refugee status by the United Nations Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). They were "listed" after complaints about unscrupulous Thai business people using the Kayan as tourist attractions in an unethical manner. 

    Police has tried to find the hotel where the alleged kidnap victims are being held. Meanwhile, officials from independent organizations focussing on human trafficking have urged the Thai government to treat the problem seriously. They believed unscrupulous business people have kidnapped the Kayan to make money out of them, by displaying them in a fake village setting. For a fee, tourists get a chance to take photographs with ‘long necks’ and observe an ‘authentic’ tribal life. There have been reports of hotels in Chiang Mai’s Mae Tang, Mae Rim and Chiang Dao districts organizing Kayan lifestyle shows.   ( 

YUNNAN/ CHINA
TOURISM HORDES SPOIL SHANGRI-LA

[New Zealand Press Association: 3.12.07] - FOR decades, this town's name has evoked an earthly idyll, where wisdom, love, and peace reigned in a hidden mountain valley. Talk about paradise lost; Shangri-La is getting a beltway. Struggling to cope with over two million visitors a year, the town is in danger of becoming a high-altitude hell, choked by tour buses and overwhelmed by outsiders.

   Even the man who claims to have first sown the seed of an idea that led to the town changing its name five years ago says he rues the day he voiced it. "I remember it as a heavenly place," Tibetan musical entrepreneur and local cultural icon Xuan Ke said of his birthplace. Living simply beneath the eternally snowy peaks of jagged mountains, "the people were very honest, kind-hearted, and rustic", he said. "Now they have completely changed. The original spirit has disappeared."

   In the 1933 bestseller, Lost Horizon, by James Hilton, Shangri-La is a secret and idyllic spot near the Himalayas. Many regions have claimed to be the inspiration for the imagined abode of the blessed, but China's government officially endorsed the town then known as Zhongdian, in Yunnan Province, in 2001. Ever since, the authorities in this town on the eastern edge of the Tibetan plateau "have tried to build Shangri-La's tourist brand", explains Ren Jianhua, deputy director of the region's tourism office.

   Within five years, Ren expects five million visitors to Shangri-La and its surrounding mountains annually, many brought here on direct flights from Beijing and Shanghai that he says will soon begin operation. Beyond that, "we have set no limits on how many tourists come here," he adds. "The more the better".

   That approach has transformed a small village of wooden homes tucked along muddy lanes into a town boasting more than 100 hotels. The so-called ‘old town’ is not old at all: only one house has not been completely torn down and rebuilt in the past few years, residents say. The new buildings are in the Tibetan style, They are not homes, though, but shops selling jewellery, combed yak tails, yak bone combs, leather bags, and woven textiles. Over this emasculated replica of the yak-herders' village towers a 18.3-metre high golden prayer wheel, a monument to kitsch.

   "I was not very impressed by the old town of Shangri-La, because the Tibetan characteristics were not very obvious," says Zhang Weiming, a tourist from Kunming, the regional capital. Udo Schenk, from Germany, is blunter. "This is not heaven on earth," he scoffs. "This is a tourist trap".

   Most of the hotels, the travel agents, the bus companies, and even many of the shops are owned not by Tibetans but by Han Chinese businessmen, residents confirmed. "I'd say that 65 per cent of the profits go to outside businessmen, 10 per cent to the government, 20 per cent to local businessmen, and less than 10 per cent to local villagers," said Zhaxi Duoji, a local hotelier and environmental activist who has plowed profits from his guide business into a charity helping Tibetan children.

   And the development of tourism masks other problems, Mr Zhaxi says. "The authorities pay attention only to the decoration of the town," he charges. "Basic requirements are unmet. Waste water goes straight into the river. And for the restoration of the old city a lot of trees were cut down" in a nearby village where commercial logging is illegal.

   "The main purpose is profit," Zhaxi adds, "so they develop tourism blindly, ignoring changes to the environment". At the same time, he worries, "Tibetan culture's capacity to absorb mass tourism is very low."

   That is the challenge that faces Zhang Wenqiong, who manages Xintuo, a ‘green tourism’ agency in Lijiang, four hours' drive into the valley. Ms Zhang runs small ‘ecotours’ to the villages and pastures inhabited by her fellow Naxi minority herders. Her clients explore the mountains on foot or on horseback, staying in local homes and supporting the local economy in an environmentally friendly fashion. This, however, is not the Chinese way.

   "Ninety-eight per cent of my customers are foreigners," says Zhang. "Most Chinese like to be in big groups, going by bus to scenic spots. “Mass tourism is putting enormous pressure" on the region, said Zhang. She added that she had to constantly seek out more remote destinations to satisfy clients drawn here by its reputation as one of the last wild places on earth.   (
TIGER LEAPING GORGE DAM PROJECT SCRAPPED

 [South China Morning Post: 21.12.07] - THE Yunnan government has decided to scrap a controversial plan to dam the
famed Tiger Leaping Gorge after strong local opposition and international concern (see also new frontiers 13[1]).
   Breaking a long silence over the fate of the project, the provincial government decided that no dam would be built at the gorge, one of the deepest river canyons in the world and close to a World Heritage site. This decision paves the way to preserve the integrity of the natural scenery at the gorge and ancient villages nearby. 

    However, authorities plan to move the dam 200km upstream to a Tibetan-populated area bordering Weixi and Deqin counties in Diqing. The new location is expected to significantly reduce the number of people displaced by the project.
   A 276-metre-high dam that could generate 88.3 billion kWh of electricity a year had been proposed on the Jinsha River at the gorge. The proposed dam was the biggest hydropower project along the river's middle reaches, and was to have been accompanied by seven smaller dams downstream. The dam was aimed at diverting water from the Jinsha to the centre of the province, including the provincial capital, Kunming.
    More than 100,000 residents, mostly farmers from ethnic minorities in Shangri-la and Yulong counties, would have been evicted to make way for the Tiger Leaping Gorge project. The new site, which had yet to be chosen from three options available, was expected to displace about 20,000 people, the sources said.
   Villagers have welcomed the scrapping of the controversial dam plan, which they had strongly opposed in a rare show of defiance against the powerful electricity developers and development- minded local authorities. The prolonged debate over the proposed dam has seriously disrupted the local economy and people's livelihoods. Villagers' opposition has attracted widespread attention since 2004.   ( 

