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THE REGION

ASIAN TRAVEL & TOURISM READY FOR A BIG BANG? 

[Travel Trade Gazette Asia: 3-9.10.08; Bangkok Post: 19.9.08; The Nation: 24.9.08] - THIS year’s Travel Mart, organized by the Pacific-Asia Travel Association (PATA) in Hyderabad, India, was overshadowed by the convulsions on Wall Street, bleeding bourses and airline flight cutbacks, reported TTG-Asia. The collapse of the Wall Street giant Lehman Brothers, the rushed sale of Merrill Lynch, and the deep trouble at the world’s largest insurance company, AIG, sent shock waves around the world. As financial analysts struggled to size up the impact of the latest shake-up of the global financial system, so too did tourism analysts trying to assess the repercussions on travel. 
   Meanwhile it is quite safe to say that the tourism industry will be in for a rough ride as job losses mount in key long-haul source markets, collapsing stock markets decimate incomes, and the credit crunch squeezes business travel (see also ‘Aviation Slump’, p.2).
“[Business leaders] fear there will be no growth in tourist arrivals, or the number of visitors may even drop. They should not feel demoralized because fewer tourists could mean we get time to help nature repair the depredations of tourism on some fragile ecosystems. A little less business will allow entrepreneurs and communities to clean up the sea, the beaches and the rivers and other tourist sites. If we look seriously at some of the factors that threaten to damage our tourist industry, we may find pollution and degradation of natural resources are more serious threats than either the world economy or ruthless political ambition.” (see Thailand section, ‘Political Storms’, p. 6 )

   Huge job losses are expected following bankruptcy of Lehman Brothers, the fourth-largest investment bank in the US, which employed 26,000 people worldwide. In Thailand, Lehman has played a prominent role since the 1997 financial crisis, accumulating a large number of assets. Tourism-related assets include the Westin Grande, Crowne Plaza and Regent Hotel in Bangkok, Le Meridien Resort and The Sails Condominium in Pattaya, and many other hotels, resorts, holiday villas and condominiums, as well as land plots ready for resort developments in Hua Hin, Koh Samui and Phuket. A number of property developers – especially local companies and investors from the Middle East – are now showing interest in buying Lehman’s property assets in major tourist destinations at plummeting prices.
   The business community feels increasingly nervous about deepening economic woes in the US and Europe, notably the UK, where Lehman’s demise was preceded by the collapse of XL Leisure Group, a major tour and air charter operator. UK-based PRM Brokers/PRM Events director, Glyn Abbott, said: “In the UK, XL has affected the country too. The situation affects people’s confidence in the economy and I don’t see positive growth in traffic.”

   Tour East Singapore general manager, Yvonne Wong, said the group had seen deeper declines for Europe and the UK. From around four per cent initially, this has ballooned to drops of 10 to 15 per cent in the last few months. The last time such a decline happened was during SARS, she said. 
   Diethelm Travel Group CEO, John Watson, said Lehman’s massive staff layoffs in the UK would only weaken a market on the brink of a recession. “[In the UK], it’s already all doom and gloom.  People are nervous about their jobs.”  (
ASIA’S CARRIERS NOW LEADING THE AVIATION SLUMP

[Dow Jones Newswires: 1.10.08; Bangkok Post: 22.9.08; 2.10.08; Travel Trade Gazette Asia: 3-9.10.08; ] - ASIA’s airline industry, once the bright spot in a stormy sector, is now being buffeted by a confluence of headwinds blowing earnings and demand off course, with analysts and industry officials warning there’s no sign of improvement on the horizon. Fueling the turbulence are high oil prices and a global economic downturn that shows no signs of bottoming. 
   The Association of Asia Pacific Airlines (AAPA) recently said passenger traffic this year to August for its 17 members grew just 2.5% on year, well below the 4.2% growth for all of 2007 in revenue passenger kilometer terms. Cargo in freight tonne kilometer terms was 0.6% lower on year with demand falling sharply during the summer months. 
   AAPA’s director general Andrew Herdman said: “Oil prices averaged US$73 per barrel last year. This year they are all over the place, now around US$40 higher. Higher oil means higher fares and hiking fares when the global economy is slowing is a big, big challenge for airlines.” 

    In August, Cathay Pacific Airways recorded its slowest growth in traffic so far this year, with total passengers up just 0.5% from a year earlier. On the Chinese mainland, revenue passenger kilometers fell 16.3% on year in August at Air China, 18.7% at China Southern Co, and 25.3% at China Eastern Airlines Corp (CEA). The expected strong growth has not materialized as companies cut business travel budgets and disposable incomes for vacations shrink. 
    Singapore Airlines (SIA), whose net profit fell 15% in the April-June quarter as fuel costs jumped 31% from a year earlier, is also downbeat. SIA is terminating its Singapore-Bangkok-Osaka and four-times weekly Singapore-Taipei-Los Angeles routes. 
   Meanwhile, Malaysian Airline System’s net profit in the second quarter tumbled 65% on year. Managing director Idris Jala blamed the decline on high oil prices, overcapacity and the global economic downturn. 

   Thailand’s 48-year-old national carrier could go bust by June next year, aviation experts have warned. In the second quarter of this year, Thai Airways International posted a record loss of US$274 million, upon the sharp rise in jet fuel costs and foreign currency losses. Prospects for recovery are not promising, with further deterioration in travel demand expected in view of the global financial crisis. In spite of a high load factor (more than 80 per cent), THAI has decided to terminate its nonstop flights to New York, sell its Airbus 340-500 fleet, and reduce frequencies on the Los Angeles route. 
   In Korea, the picture is similarly bleak, with the two main carriers – Korean Air Co and Asiana Airlines – suffering from the won’s depreciation against the dollar. Korean Air, the world’s largest cargo carrier by freight volume, said its net loss for the April-June quarter was US$238 million. “(Korean) airlines will be hurt in their third-quarter earnings from declining overseas travel demand and rising dollar-denominated debts,” said Baik Ji-Ae at Tong Yang Securities.
   Japan Airlines Corp, meanwhile, now expects total fuel costs will increase by ¥532billion (US$5.1bn) this fiscal year, up from a previous projection of ¥510bn and a ¥412.7bn rise last fiscal year. 
   In India, once seen as a long-term boom market, the government is finalizing a US$1billion relief package for all domestic carriers to help them cope with high oil prices and falling passenger volumes. Analysts have said that the combination of oil prices – still high by historical standards – and weakening demand, could fundamentally change the contours of the entire airline industry. 
   Giovanni Bisignani, director-general and CEO of the International Air Transport Association (IATA), pointed out the stark contrast between the first six months and the last two months of this year. “The slowdown has been so sudden that airlines cannot adjust capacity quickly enough,” he said. “While the [recent] drop in oil price is a welcome relief on the cost side, fuel remains 30% higher than a year ago.” He added that worldwide the airline industry was heading for losses of about US$5.2 billion this year.   (
MILITARY CLASH IN DISPUTED PHREAH VIHEAR AREA HURTS TOURISM

[Thai News Agency: 16.10.08; The Nation: 16.10.08; 17.10.08; Bangkok Post: 16.10.08; 17.10.08] - RENEWED hostilities between Thailand and Cambodia over disputed land near the Preah Vihear temple threaten to stall tourism plans in the region (see also new frontiers, 14[4]). The most recent military clash occurred on 15 October leaving two Cambodians dead and five Thai soldiers wounded.

   A couple of days earlier, Cambodian Prime Minister Hun Sen had begun beating the war drums when he issued an ultimatum to Thailand that he would use force to resolve the border dispute at Preah Vihear. According to some political analysts, tourism was the reason for doing so. Supalak Ganjanakhundee of The Nation commented:

   “The rattling of Hun Sen's sabre was not intended to achieve a military goal, but rather was a back-up manoeuvre for diplomatic moves to achieve his development objectives. The Cambodian government put a lot of effort into the listing of the Hindu temple of Preah Vihear as a World Heritage site. The Khmer sanctuary was expected to welcome a fresh surge of visitors after UNESCO accepted it for listing earlier this year. Other World Heritage sites have enjoyed an immediate boost in tourism, but the listing of Preah Vihear has brought Cambodia no more than a bitter row with Thailand, on whose border the revered ruin sits. The site has been closed since the listing and has not earned Cambodia one single tourist dollar.“

   After the new outbreak of violence along the border, many tourists intending to visit Cambodia, particularly Angkor Wat in Siem Reap, cancelled their trips. Hundreds of gambling tourists scurried back from Cambodian border casinos to Thailand. Thai casino staff joined them. 

   Thai Foreign Minister Sompong Amornvivat urged Thai nationals in Cambodia to leave immediately, and said the military had an evacuation plan available if needed. Pramon Sutivong, the chairman of the Thai Chamber of Commerce, said tourism and trade would be affected by the conflict and many Thai businesses that have invested in the hotel, hospitality, aviation and telecom sector had ordered their staff back home. 

   According to Niyom Waiyaratchapanich, chairman of the chamber's committee on neighbouring country trade promotion, a Thai-Cambodian tourism development plan was to focus mainly on developing the potential of new roads through two border checkpoints: Poi Pet, opposite Aranyaprathet district in Thailand’s Sa Kaeo province; and Chong Sangam, opposite Surin province. A 150-km road upgrade from Poi Pet to the Angkor Thom temple, supported by the Asian Development Bank, should be completed by the end of this year, while a 150-km road via Chong Sangam is to be completed in April. Under the development plan, Thailand and Cambodia had also agreed to set up a single visa programme for tourists. Niyom said all these measures could help raise the number of tourists visiting from Thailand to Cambodia above one million a year, resulting in more tourism income for Phnom Penh. But due to the conflict, the development plan is now on hold.   ( 

LAOS SPEARHEADING GOLDEN TRIANGLE DEVELOPMENTS
[Bangkok Post: 13.9.08; Bernama Online (Malaysia): 17.9.08] - CHINESE investors are moving to develop the Tonphurng district, located on the Lao side of the Golden Triangle, through a well-funded development plan that would cost US$68 million and known as the Comprehensive Tourism Development Project, the Lao news agency KPL reported. One of the projects recently approved by the Lao government is a mega-resort to be built by the Dokgniew Kham Company. Covering 800 hectares of land, the complex will include a casino, hotel, golf course, restaurant and shopping mall.

   According to the Bangkok Post, China also plans to send about 100,000 people to settle in Ban Ton Phueng in Huaysay, the capital of Bokeo province in Laos, which will house new communities, parks, hotels, shopping centres, casinos and golf courses. All the projects are expected to be finished in the next year. 

       Meanwhile on the Thai side, the business community is watching with concern as Chinese investment streaks ahead in Laos. Thailand has yet to make its northern port of Chiang Saen on the Mekong river ready for the rapid development enjoyed by other areas around the Golden Triangle. While Chinese businessmen have invested in more than 30 business, housing and entertainment projects on the Lao side opposite Chiang Rai's Chiang Saen district, the atmosphere in Thailand is described by local entrepreneurs as quiet. ''We want the government to pay more attention to the second Chiang Saen port project and speed up work,'' said Pagaimas Viera, owner of Mekong Delta Travel Agency. 

   Local firms are worried that Chiang Saen may miss an opportunity to become a major tourist destination in the Mekong subregion and a transport hub linking southern China with Thailand, Laos and Burma. 

   The existing port is considered too small to support growing economic activities around the Golden Triangle. The government has approved construction of the second Chiang Saen port. However, other large development projects near the port are finding it hard to acquire land, which cannot be traded due to its status, which restricts its use to only agricultural purposes.   ( 

EWEC FAILING TO BENEFIT LOCAL ECONOMY

[Vietnam News Service: 18.9.08; Bang Post: 13.10.08] - THE East-West Economic Corridor (EWEC) – a 1,450km highway linking Central Vietnam with Laos, Thailand and Burma –, opened two years ago. But it has yet to bring prosperity to local economies in the Mekong countries as anticipated by the Asian Development Bank that initiated the ambitious project.
   Statistics released in Danang, Vietnam, revealed that in the first five months of the year, of the 30,000 containers passing through the port, there were only 1,000 belonging to Lao enterprises. It was also found that freight companies from Thailand’s north-east region prefer to transport goods through Bangkok rather than through Danang, which is just 500km away – 200km nearer than the Thai capital.
   Thai companies claim it takes them two days to transport goods to Danang and they incur numerous fees. Moreover, goods take too long to clear customs at four border gates: Mukdahan, Savanakhet, Densavan and Lao Bao.
   Another problem encountered by freight companies and travellers is that right-hand vehicles are not allowed into Vietnam, according to Lam Quang Minh, Director of Da Nang City’s Investment Promotion Centre. Despite the fact that transport ministers from Vietnam, Laos and Thailand signed an agreement to permit right-hand-drive vehicles to travel in EWEC countries, Minh says Vietnamese cars and lorries are not allowed to enter Thailand, while right-hand-drive vehicles are only permitted to enter Vietnam’s Lao Bao special commercial and economic zone.
   Thailand’s north-eastern province Mukdahan has also hardly benefited from EWEC that involved the construction of a new bridge linking Mukdahan with Savannakhet province in Laos. A representative of the provincial Federation of Thai Industries criticized the government for failing to promote the Thai border province as a “trade and tourism gateway to Indochina” to reap economic benefits from the Thai-Lao Bridge. He also said that contrary to expectations locals have not gained anything from tourism as travellers to Laos and Vietnam now only stop briefly in Mukdahan before crossing the border. 

   Savannakhet on the Lao side is facing a similar problem, but it is fighting for tourists’ attention by establishing a casino resort and an air link to Bangkok. The Savan Vegas casino complex will be opened in November and Lao Aviation will offer direct flights between Savannakhet and Bangkok three times a week.   (
BURMA

ONE YEAR AFTER THE ’SAFFRON REVOLUTION’
In September, Burmese pro-democracy groups and activists marked the first anniversary of a bloody crackdown on anti-government protests by the country's ruling military junta. According to the UN, at least 30 people were killed when soldiers and armed police crushed the 2007 demonstrations, although human rights groups say that with many still unaccounted for, the real toll was likely far higher. The brutal crackdown followed weeks of protests triggered by a sudden hike in fuel prices after the government slashed subsidies. The price hikes added massively to the hardships of Burma’s peoples. One year on, observers say, the situation in Burma is even worse. There is a noticeable rise in the number of prostitutes and street beggars, and child labour remains commonplace. In the meantime, tourism has been reduced to a trickle. The following is a shortened version of a feature story posted at mizzima.com [15.9.2008]
W

ith the thundering noises of monks and people flooding the streets of Rangoon in protest, Wut Yee (name changed), manager of a tourism company, rushed off from her little office to witness the crowds filling the streets. It was the 26th of September 2007, recalls Wut Yee. While in the beginning she was preoccupied with fears that kept her away from the protestors, with the demonstrations gaining momentum and hearing news of monks beaten, Wut Yee's fears were shattered.
   "I could no longer hold myself back. I wanted to be with the monks, and the people on the streets," said Wut Yee, the 27-year old manager. Not more than half an hour later, Wut Yee said she found herself joining the multitudes marching the streets against armed soldiers blocking their paths with barbed wired barricades. "I didn't know anything much about politics, but I was enraged by the news of soldiers beating monks, and I wanted some kind of change that would ease the difficulties of the people," Wut Yee explained.
   But her expectations and dreams of change did not last long. With shots from soldiers targeting the protesting crowd, Wut Yee found herself running along with the crowd, not knowing where she was heading.
   As a tour operation manager, Wut Yee said she earned a pretty good salary of some 100,000 kyat (about US$80) per month. Her salary was exceptional in Burma, where the average company worker earns about 25,000 to 50,000 kyat. But Wut Yee said that with skyrocketing commodity prices, her earnings were barely supporting her and her five other family members.
   Wut Yee said the fuel price hike of mid-August 2007 had a direct impact on her and her colleagues at the office, as they were forced to spend extra on their transit to the office, which as she says, "robbed me of my capacity for sustenance."
   Though the 'Saffron Revolution' – as it has come to be called – of last September seems to have met with failure as soldiers randomly fired on protestors and rampantly raided houses and monasteries, arresting monks and activists, it had gained popular support even within the government's administrative system.
   In Mandalay, a secretary in the government's ward administrative office said she and her colleagues were secretly thrilled to hear of the monks marching in protest, although they were unable to give their open support. "We all hoped that the protests could be a turning point for all of us, and change our lives," she said. "We could not join the protests, but we were so happy to hear that people were marching, and we were hoping things could become better," she said.
   Despite successfully cracking down on protestors by raiding houses and monasteries and arresting key activists and monks, Burma's military rulers have failed to suppress the increasing frustrations of the people, which are directly linked with the economic mismanagement of the regime. According to Sean Turnell, an associate professor in the department of economics at Australia's Macquarie University, Burma's economic situation in 2008 is far worse than before the September 2007 protests, particularly after deadly Cyclone Nargis hit the country in May.
   When Cyclone Nargis stormed into Burma on 2-3 May, much of the country's main rice producing region of the Irrawaddy delta was destroyed, with experts forecasting that the country could potentially face a severe food shortage in the near future unless the government could effectively and timely conduct rehabilitation efforts.
   Wut Yee, who once held a decent job in the tourist industry, said tourism has almost come to a complete halt since the protests of September 2007, and only worsened in the aftermath of May's natural disaster. "Tour companies are losing jobs because tourists no longer see Burma as a place to visit," said Wut Yee, who eventually left her job as a tour manager to become a journalist.  
   An employee at one of Burma's popular high-end chain hotels, Sedona in Mandalay, said the hotel had to lay off up to 40 per cent of its employees after May, as the numbers of tourists and guests drastically declined. Burma's three popular beach resorts – Chaung Thar, Ngwe Saung and Ngapali – were sealed off for more than four months after Burma's coastal regions were ravished by the cataclysmic storm.
   "Finding a job in Burma is becoming extremely difficult for young people now, because many businesses are not running well," Wut Yee further remarked. "So, the only option left for many young people is going abroad and picking up whatever job they can get," she added.
   Despite the junta's efforts to prevent any kind of opposition display similar to last September – principally by arresting, detaining and sentencing several key activists – it has failed to subdue the resistant feelings of the people. A secretary of a ward administrative office in Mandalay said that though the people do not seem to dare to come out onto the streets, the anger and agitation of the population does not seem to have subsided. "Every day people are struggling hard to keep up with the skyrocketing prices of commodities, and trying to make ends meet seems to be growing more difficult," she said.
   Aung Thu Nyien, a former student activist who now analyzes Burma's political affairs, said: "It is only for a matter of time that people can tolerate the present system, " noted Aung Thu Nyien, who is based on the Thai-Burmese border.
   Meanwhile, Wut Yee, who now talks to people – including political activists and lay people – as she files stories on the worsening economic state of Burma, says that with the government failing to address the peoples' hardships, another round of protests is imminent. "There will be another protest with a much stronger force and intensity, because the peoples' sufferings are only getting worse and there seems to be no solution coming forth from the government," said Wut Yee.   (
PACKAGE TOURS OFFERED TO DISASTER ZONE

[The Irrawaddy: 29.9.08] - A leading tourist agency in Southeast Asia, Exotissimo Travel, has introduced a Burma ‘Heart of the Delta’ tour, which offers tourists access to communities hit by Cyclone Nargis, which battered the delta in May. “We will start to accept bookings from tourists who are interested in visiting the Irrawaddy delta by the beginning of October,” said Su Su Tin, the tourist agency’s managing director in Rangoon. 

   Following the cyclone, Exotissimo Travel established an emergency fund that collected US$10,000 for survivors.

“We will take tourists to the storm affected areas to see the real situation with the people there,” said Su Su Tin. “We will also have a fund for tourists who want to make donations to the cyclone affected communities they visit.” 

   The idea of creating tours to visit devastated communities drew criticism from some in the travel industry. A senior staff member at a tourist agency in Rangoon said, “It is inappropriate and unethical to take tourists to visit disadvantaged people from the cyclone affected areas for the profit of your businesses.”

   Tourism in Burma fell to nearly zero following the civil uprising in 2007 and then again following the cyclone in May 2008 and the ensuing publicity about the difficulties international aid agencies had in gaining access to the delta area. Many tour agencies cut staff and salaries.   (    

CAMBODIA

FOREIGN MONEY SPURS KOH KONG TOURISM BOOM

[Bangkok Post: 14.9.08] - THE Cambodian island of Koh Kong is set to become the new tourism hotspot of the region. Thirty property and tourism-related companies have already signed contracts with the local government to run businesses on Koh Kong, 40% of which are foreign, led by South Korean firms. More than 20 of these are large companies, according to Bun Tun, the president of the Koh Kong Chamber of Commerce, who added that upscale property projects are being developed to attract foreigners. 

   Two large-scale entertainment complexes are going to be built on Koh Yor and Koh Kong islands, which are part of Cambodia's Koh Kong province. The booming property business has driven up land prices on Koh Kong, said Tun. Land prices in Koh Kong town have doubled over the past year, while beachfront plots were selling for even much more and the prices are still rising. 

   Real estate and tourism developments have become a major driver of Koh Kong's economy, which previously relied on fishing and farm products, including rice. One Chinese firm is investing US$5 billion there, developing a mega-resort on more than 30,000 hectares of land. Facilities include a hotel, golf course and markets. 

   Nearby, a deep-sea port is being constructed with funding from Ly Yong Phat, a leading businessman on Koh Kong.  Phat, who has both Thai and Cambodian citizenship, is a close business associate of former Thai prime minister Thaksin Shinawatra. Phat has been involved in every business deal and project on Koh Kong, including a casino resort – the Koh Kong International Resort. 
   In recent months, the construction of two new casinos has started, catering largely to tourists who cross the border from Thailand for day-trips as well as to Cambodians eager to test their luck and their fortune at poker, baccarat, blackjack or on the slot machines. 
   Tun said the Thailand-funded Road Number 48, initiated by Thaksin when he was prime minister, has helped make Koh Kong more attractive to investors. The 150-kilometre road, which was officially opened by high-ranking delegates from Thailand in May, is aimed at connecting the countries of Indochina. The road connects Thailand, Cambodia and Vietnam and it is a 300-km drive on to Vietnam. The drive from Koh Kong to Phnom Penh now takes no more than five hours, compared with a 10-hour boat trip in the past. 

   Bun Biev, the director of Koh Kong Tourism, said the Cambodian government aims to promote the island as a new tourism destination and the gateway to western Cambodia. Now more than 30,000 tourists visit Kong Kong each month. Cambodia attracted 1.9 million tourists in 2007, more than double the 900,000 visitors in the previous year, with Siem Reap the major destination. 

   Koh Kong, with a total area of about 300 million square metres, has 237 kms of beaches, along with four waterfalls and five rivers. ''Koh Kong has started targeting foreign tourists the same as Pattaya and Koh Chang,'' said Bun Biev. ''The government has seen tourism as part of a major economic campaign planned for Koh Kong by using Phuket as a role model,'' he added.   (
THAILAND

‘LAND OF SMILES’ SHAKEN BY POLITICAL STORMS 
[Reuters News: 8.10.08; Bangkok Post: 13.10.08; The Nation: 14.10.08] - THE ongoing political turmoil in Thailand has wreaked havoc on the image of the so-called ‘Land of Smiles’. The closure of international airports by anti-government protesters and the government’s declaration of the state of emergency beginning of September was enough to scare away tourists who had planned their late summer vacation in the country. Worse, the conflict between the government and the supporters of the People's Alliance for Democracy resulted in the worst street violence in 16 years leaving two people dead and more than 400 injured. The bloodshed on 7 October put another serious dampener on the tourism industry that was just reviving from the months-long slump. 

   Tourism officials and analysts agree that both the political instability and the global financial crisis threaten Thai tourism. 
    "Bookings have recovered since the lifting of the emergency rule. But there have already been some cancellations from Asian travellers since the incident [on 7 October]," said Apichart Sankary, president of the Association of Thai Travel Agents. "The impact is unavoidable, but the extent of the damage depends on how the situation ends ...Will it be a happy or a painful ending? Of course, another coup will be bad," he added.

   Thailand had a military coup in September 2006. An elected government that took office at the start of this year has been contested in the streets since May. Apichart said there were no additions to the list of countries that issued travel warnings because of emergency rule. However, Thai Airways International announced that it would cut flights to Asian countries from next week because of a fall in passenger numbers due to the political unrest and the global financial crisis. 

   Tourism-related operators in Pattaya are clearly feeling the double blow from local political problems and the world economic slowdown. During the first nine months of this year, the occupancy rate declined to 50%, when compared to 70% during the same period last year. Since the 7 October incident, the rates have plummeted to 30%. Alisa Phanthusak, assistant to the managing director of Tiffany Show Pattaya, said:  ''This is the greatest crisis for tourism businesses in Pattaya since I have been in business for more than 10 years. We are facing a lot of negative factors, both locally and globally.' 

   Many foreign companies in the Eastern Seaboard area have already moved their plants and investments to neighbouring countries such as Vietnam. Meanwhile, South Koreans have delayed their travel due to the local political situation while the number of tourists from Europe and the United States is gradually decreasing after an increasing number of banks and financial companies have gone bankrupt. 

   Rungthip Suksrikarn, the vice-president of Sunbeam Hotel in Pattaya, said foreign tourists were changing their trips to other countries such as Singapore, Vietnam, Malaysia, and Hong Kong. ''We are losing out because of our internal conflicts. Everybody here feels hopeless and we expect an even harder time in the second quarter of next year when the world economic recession bottoms out,'' she said. 

   In face of the political and economic turbulences, the hotel oversupply and heavy competition have also emerged as major concerns for Thai tourism. Some 20,000 hotel rooms - 8,000 in Bangkok and the rest in resort destinations such as Samui, Phuket, and Chiang Mai - will be added to the market of 400,000 rooms by 2012, he added. He said some small hotels, particularly those catering primarily to Chinese and Korean tourists had already resorted to layoffs and pay cuts. 

   While tourism operators are crying out because of their business losses, some analysts say the crisis has a positive side too. As Wichit Chaitrong of The Nation commented: “[Business leaders] should not feel demoralized because fewer tourists could mean we get time to help nature repair the depredations of tourism on some fragile ecosystems. A little less business will allow entrepreneurs and communities to clean up the sea, the beaches and the rivers and other tourist sites. If we look seriously at some of the factors that threaten to damage our tourist industry, we may find pollution and degradation of natural resources are more serious threats than either the world economy or ruthless political ambition. Those among us with enough cash may now be concerned about the dearth of investment opportunities as the stock exchange flounders and business has all but stopped preparing for the future. But there are some interesting windows of opportunity right on our doorstep.”   (
‘NO’ TO THE PRIVATIZATION OF WILDERNESS !
[The Nation: 1.9.08; 5.9.08; Bangkok Post: 12.10.08] – THOUSANDS of nature lovers have joined a protest against a plan by the Natural Resources and Environment Ministry (NRE) to allow private investments in national parks. The ministry recently unveiled a plan to grant 30-year concessions to private companies to manage accommodation, restaurants and shops in the country’s most popular parks. 

   The National Park, Wildlife and Plant Conservation Department (NPD) has claimed that the scheme, reportedly the brainchild of environment minister Anongwan Thepsuthin (who is the wife of Somsak Thepsuthin, a tourism minister under the first Thaksin administration) will help improve tourist services and increase income at the parks. But environmentalists disagree, saying the idea is against the purpose of national parks, which were set up for conservation reasons and the plan could lead to the destruction of fragile ecological systems. 
   The idea of involving the private sector in handling visitors to national parks has been floating for many years. Increasing numbers of tourists activities in the national parks have put a large burden on officials, whose main duties are not to cater to tourists. In terms of importance, servicing the leisure sector ranks behind park protection and educational service, say park officials. According to NPD records, Thailand's 48 national parks have received over 10 million visitors a year over during the last ten years, but park officials number only about 14,000. 

   According to a source at the NPD, the initial idea was simply to sub-contract tourist-related operations to the private sector, but now there is a bigger plan. Around March of this year, the former head of the NPD, Chalermsak Wanichsombat, received an order from the NRE Ministry to explore the possibilities of letting the private sector fully operate in the parks. A new administrative committee was set up for encouraging a private entity to jointly service tourism in parks. At its first meeting at the NPD headquarters in July, the committee explored the setting up of a sub-committee to help consider proper areas to be designated for the private sector. 

    On August 15, the second meeting put forth the idea of ''intensive-use zones''. The zones, which supposedly have little ecological value, are located in nine parks, all in southern Thailand, and altogether cover over 3,000 rai (1 rai=1,600 square meters). Among them are areas located on the Similan and Surin islands and Hat Thai Mueang National Park, all located in Phang Nga province, Phuket's Sirinat National Park, Krabi's Phi Phi and Lanta archipelagos, Trang's Chao Mai Beach, and Satun's Koh Tarutao. Other ''intensive-use zones'' are still being determined so that conservationists have good reasons to worry that more pristine areas and protected areas will be picked for commercialization under the policy. 

   The August 15 meeting saw for the first time a request for permission to lease land in a national park to develop accommodation for tourists, along with a proposal for development by one company, Banpulakhon (2550). The request was for the ''intensive-use zone'' in Molae Bay on Tarutao Island. The proposal outlines a business model that includes marketing strategies, an operational plan, a financial plan and an initial conceptual design, as well as environmental and social management plans. It involves the construction of a hotel with 130 rooms on a 20 rai plot of land on Molae, after which the structure would be handed over to the NPD in exchange for the right to lease the structure and the land back for 30 years. However, the proposal was not given the go-ahead due to incomplete documentation. 

   The third committee meeting, on September 1, agreed on certain plans, including the Banpulakhon (2550) project. Conspicuously, the proposal was prepared by the company on 21 June 2008, just nine days before the administrative committee was set up, and only six days after the committee chairman Vichit was seen accompanying some people alleged to be business operators hopping around the Tarutao area. 

   Environmental activists and academics have urged the government to first run pilot projects before allowing private investment in national parks in order to protect natural resources and local communities. At a roundtable discussion on “Opening National Parks for Sustainable Tourism” held by the Bangkok Daily Krungthep Thurakit, Hannarong Yaowalers, a member of the National Economic and Social Advisory Board, said: “Some countries take 10 years of (pilot-project) studies before privatizing national parks, but here, as we see, the criterion is always capitalist demand.”

   Thon Thamrongnawasawat, head of the Faculty of Fisheries at Kasert University and member of the National Parks Committee stressed the risks to open parks to the private sector were too many. “There will be so much money under the table,” he warned.

   On another occasion, Marine Science Association of Thailand chairman Padermsak Jarayabhand commented that allowing private business in protected areas is against the principles and goals of establishing the parks. “If the government wants private investors to play a role, clear-cut regulations and procedures must be laid down or else natural-source problems will arise,” he said.

   Unlike previous environmental movements, whose leaders were NGOs or grassroots activists, the people leading the protest against the idea are internet users. A few days after the ministry kicked off the idea, a group of nature lovers who are members of nature and travel websites launched an online signature campaign against the plan. The list of people opposing the scheme has grown rapidly, and the cyber environmentalists strengthened their movement by setting up the National Parks Preservation Group. 

   "Over 4,000 people signed their names to say they objected to the idea [of privatizing parks], said Danai Chetthanawattana, one of the internet campaigners. "The number was so large we later decided to submit an official protest letter to the environment minister," he added. 

   People from various sections of society have joined this new online community, including legal experts who helped draft the letter. The strong and active stance by these internet users has drawn many environmental groups into the protest. The growing number of opponents has prompted the ministry to shift the project to low gear and seek more opinions from concerned parties. 

   Wadhida Pongpanich, a member of the Bird Watching Association of Thailand, said the group would continue to closely monitor the scheme until it is scrapped. "Our next step is to launch a campaign for a revocation of a regulation that allows the private sector to invest in the national parks," she added.  (
VIETNAM
‘HO CHI MINH GOLF TRAIL’ CATERING TO LUXURY TOURISTS

[etravelblackboardasia.com: 10.10.08; Property Report Asia: 28.8.08] - THE Ho Chi Minh Golf Trail, just a year old but already Asia’s most talked about golfing itinerary, has retained Indochina’s largest golf tour operator, Golfasian, as the Trail’s official tour operator partner. Golfasian, offers luxurious golfing holidays in Thailand, Vietnam, Cambodia, Indonesia, Singapore, and Malaysia.

    “Golfasian will be a boon for the member and lodging links of the Ho Chi Minh Golf Trail, and for golf tourism in Vietnam in general,” said Jim Sullivan, director of Mandarin Media/Asia-Pacific, which created the Ho Chi Minh Golf Trail in 2007. Golfing stops on the Trail include the Chi Linh Star Golf Club and the King’s Island Country Club, both located near Hanoi, the Dalat Palace Golf Club, the Dong Nai Golf Resort and the  Vietnam Golf & Country Club in the vicinity of Ho Chi Minh City. 

    According to golf tourism promoters, hundreds of stories have been written about the Ho Chi Minh Golf Trail since its launch July 1, 2007, including recent feature coverage in publications like the New York Times and the Asian Wall Street Journal. In December 2007, the International Golf Travel Writers Association pegged Vietnam as its “Undiscovered Destination of the Year”, based on the country’s allure, golf course quality, and standard of accommodation.
   With 15 operational golf courses and more than 100 other golf course projects that have been licensed, Vietnam is increasingly attracting domestic and foreign golfers. “We’ve seen a huge spike in interest regarding golf in Vietnam, thanks in large part to the Ho Chi Minh Golf Trail,” said Golfasian Managing Director Mark Siegel.

   Meanwhile, a Vietnamese travel agent wants to provide luxury jet travel services for golfers in Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia. Under an agreement with VNPT E-Travel, OrientSkys of Hong Kong and JetAsia of Macau have launched extravagant travel service packages on VNPT E-Travel´s website. The service includes flights on five-star jets to golfing destinations. 

   According to VNPT E-Travel, its cooperation with foreign air carriers in providing golf-playing and travel services to VIPs was expected to not only attract more tourists, but also bring about various opportunities for investment and cooperation brought by tourists who are successful business people from all over the world.   (
