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THE REGION

PRIVATE SECTOR TO SPEARHEAD MEKONG TOURISM DEVELOPMENT

[E-Travel Blackboard: 3.4.06; The Nation: 4.4.06] – TOURISM in the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) will be boosted by a raft of policies and projects endorsed by six Mekong-region governments. During the Mekong Tourism Investment Summit in Luang Prabang from 28 to 30 March, the governments of Burma, Cambodia, Lao PDR, Thailand, Vietnam and the  Yunnan and Guangxi provinces of China expressed optimism that their proposed 29 tourism policy, investment and infrastructure initiatives will make it easier to attract private investors. They also expressed the need to channel growth towards more socially responsible projects in an area where 60 million people still earn less than US$1 a day.

  The Asian Development Bank (ADB) indicated that it will fund some of the projects. To coordinate Mekong tourism development, the six governments in the GMS are financing the Mekong Tourism Office (MTO), which opened in Bangkok in February (see also new frontiers 12[1]). 
   The GMS Tourism Sector Strategy 2006-2015 has identified US$61.8 worth of investment requirements, much of it in 13 cross-border zones or corridors in the sub-region. The seven core strategic programmes: marketing activities, human resources development, heritage and social impact management, pro-poor tourism development, facilitation of tourist movement to and within the GMS, private sector participation, and development of tourism-related infrastructure.

   GMS tourism leaders say that over the next 10 years, private sector investment will be needed not only in the existing tourism hubs of the region - capital cities, gateways, and major resort and cultural destinations - but also in new tourism zones to be promoted and developed under the tourism sector strategy. GMS countries are also called to invest in facilities, such as new aircraft and upgraded airport terminals, roads, water transportation equipment, ground transportation, food, incentives, and convention and exhibition facilities.

  In 2004, the GMS countries attracted around 18.7 million international arrivals and more than 24 million border pass tourists. By 2010, the volume of international tourism is expected to rise to 30.6 million and, by 2015, to 46.1 million.   (
UNWTO RESPONSE TO TOURISM ASPECTS OF BIRD FLU

[Inter Press Service: April 06; United Nations News Centre: 13.4.06] – THE Inter Press Service (IPS) recently ran a story on how Southeast Asian governments are caught between tackling bird flu and Burma's secretive junta, which is keener on strengthening its iron grip on power than addressing a possible global pandemic. Most governments of the 10-nation Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), which besides Burma include Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam, have been battling hard to contain the lethal avian flu virus.

   In mid-April, UN officials offered ASEAN delegates a picture of how rapid the H5N1 strain of the bird flu virus had spread in Burma in less than a month. ''Up to now, there are over 100 outbreaks, mainly in two districts, Mandalay and Sagaing,'' He Changchui, head of the Food and Agriculture Organization’s (FAO) Asia-Pacific office, was quoted as saying. Part of the problem, he added, was a lack of awareness among communities breeding poultry that have been affected. ''The information is not that comprehensive.''

   When word first got out that Burma had become the latest country hit by avian flu, it was revealed that the increasingly secretive junta had kept the public in the dark for days, with no mention of the outbreak in the state-controlled media.

    Many governments have tended to downplay the threat of diseases and other disasters as it could result in unwanted tourism slumps in their countries. However, the UN World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) responded to the global bird flu risks, announcing a multi-partner initiative on 13 April to prepare for a possible human pandemic that could wreak havoc to the international tourism industry. At the launch of the Tourism Emergency Response Network at a travel summit in Washington, the UNWTO said that although there is currently no case for restricting travel, visitors to infected areas should avoid contact with live birds. 
   The new network includes UNWTO, International Hotel & Restaurant Association, Pacific Asia Travel Association, International Federation of Tour Operators, United Federation of Travel Agents Associations, Airports Council International and the International Air Transport Association.

   “Huge cross-border disasters have had an increasingly global impact and continually necessitate coordinated action by international bodies who are members of the UN family, with implementation by nation states,” UNWTO Secretary General Francisco Frangialli said. “We have seen this in SARS, the tsunami and now with avian flu and preparations for a human pandemic,” he added, referring to the 2003 outbreak of Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome, which killed 774 people, infected more than 8,000 worldwide, the vast majority of them in China, and led to a slump in Asian tourism.   (
IGNORANCE COSTS ASIAN TOURISM DEARLY 

[Deutsche Presse Agentur: 25.4.06; Bangkok Post: 26.4.06] – IGNORANCE about the threats of terrorism, impact of the 2004 tsunami and prevalence of bird flu are costing the Asian travel industry billions of dollars in lost revenues, according to a recent survey whose results were released during the 55th annual PATA conference held in Pattaya, Thailand, in the last week of April.

  A poll conducted by Visa International, the Pacific Asia Travel Association (PATA) and AC Nielsen, suggests that misconceptions about the Asian tourism scene remain rife. The study surveyed 5,601 respondents in 10 global markets - Australia, Canada, China, France, Germany, Japan, Korea, Sweden, the United Kingdom and the United States.

   "Travellers' perceptions do not always reflect the reality of a situation, and ignorance is costing the industry billions," said Paul Dowling, Visa Asia Pacific's Executive Vice President for Corporate Relations.

   Some 35 per cent of the people surveyed said they were less likely to visit Asia because of fears that the region was still affected by the December 26, 2004, tsunami, although a significant number of respondents incorrectly included China, Hong Kong, Korea, Japan, Philippines and Singapore among the countries hit by the disaster. The tsunami, triggered by a massive earthquake off the coast of Sumatra, only affected Asian countries rimming the Indian Ocean, with the majority of deaths recorded in Indonesia, Thailand, India and Sri Lanka.

   While 58 per cent of the people surveyed said the potential for terrorism attacks made them less likely to visit Asia, one in five of the respondents were misinformed about where acts of terrorism have occurred.

   The study showed that while 82 per cent of Chinese surveyed were concerned about travelling to other Asian countries because of safety and security concerns, only 50 per cent of the Germans and 57 per cent of the French surveyed expressed similar concerns.

   Bird flu has also emerged as a major hurdle to travel in Asia, although approximately one third of respondents did not know which areas have been affected, and more than one in five believe that areas with no reported cases have been affected.

   "Better consumer education would make a big difference," concluded Dowling.   (
BURMA

HUMAN RIGHTS SITUATION WORSENING, SAYS REFUGEES INTERNATIONAL 
[Agence France Presse: 30.3.06; Refugees International: 17.4.06] – BURMA’s new administrative centre is not marked as an attraction on tourist maps. All of a sudden, the military regime last year announced it was shifting the country’s capital from Rangoon to Pyinmana, about 350 kms to the north (see also new frontiers 12[1]). An army of workers feverishly erected a new city close to Pyinmana that the generals have ironically named ‘Nawpyidaw’ – the ‘Seat of Kings’. Rights groups reported battalions of civilians were press-ganged into construction projects there over the past two years.  

   Burmese citizens and the international community know almost nothing about the new capital. The world got a first glimpse of this secret city in the mountains only recently, when the junta staged a huge show of military force on a vast, newly built parade ground to mark Armed Forces Day.  

   Meanwhile, armed conflict and widespread internal displacement continue to take place unabatedly in the country, according to Refugees International (RI). Burma has the worst internal displacement crisis in Asia. In 2005, there were estimated to be at least half a million internally displaced persons in eastern Burma alone. The vast majority of the affected people belong to ethnic minority groups.

   Wide-ranging human rights abuses by the Burmese military, fighting ethnic insurgent groups, has driven hundreds of thousands of people from their homes. The Burmese government targets civilians in conflict areas to cut supplies of food, funds, recruits and information to the resistance groups and undermine their strength by severing their links to the local people. Even in ethnic states where armed conflict has come to an end, ongoing human rights abuses by the military and large-scale development and infrastructure projects are uprooting large numbers of people. 

   Armed conflict has worsened dramatically in recent months following the Burmese government's 2005 decision to shift the country's capital to the remote outpost of Pyinmana. Some analysts believe that the government's motivation for changing the capital to Pyinmana, closer to the eastern Burma border, is so it can better maintain control over ethnic territories along the border. Reports from the Thai-Burma border indicate that since the capital's relocation, thousands of unarmed civilians have been forced to move by the military, which, in trying to secure the area around Pyinmana, is carrying out a concerted violent campaign against the ethnic groups.

   Villagers in Karen State have largely borne the brunt of the latest assault. According to reports, in the last few weeks vicious attacks by the military, during which civilians are being beheaded and villages torched, have displaced 7,000 Karen people. The majority of the recently displaced is hiding in jungle areas with little food or basic necessities. Many in hiding cannot be accessed by groups trying to assist the displaced. Others are fleeing across the border into Thailand.

   In the light of these developments, Refugees International has urged the United Nations Security Council to agree on new initiatives to seek a resolution to the political crisis in Burma, without which the large-scale internal displacement and refugee crises will persist.   (
CAMBODIA
SPECIAL REPORT 
LAND WORTH KILLING FOR

The following is edited from an Associated Press article [3.3.2006]

Nobody cared about Kbal Spean a decade ago, when it was dense with forest and land-mines. But since casinos catering to tourists began springing up nearby, this tiny, litter-strewn village near Cambodia’s northeastern border with Thailand has become worth dying for – and five people already have.

   A year ago, police and soldiers flooded the village and ordered the 218 families, some of whom had lived there for almost a decade, to move out. When they resisted, the authorities opened fire, witnesses recalled, then plowed down their wooden houses with bulldozers.

   Land grabs at Kbal Spean and scores of other sites across Cambodia are emblematic of the country’s struggle to shed a traumatic past while weighed down by corruption, political repression and a judicial system that favours the rich.

   Even strongman Prime Minister Hun Sen has acknowledged it is a major problem and warned officials they must follow land title laws that favour occupiers – usually poor farmers – over developers. But the culprits are often corrupt government officials, the military and private companies known to express gratitude for state land concessions with their checkbooks, say opposition politicians, non-governmental groups and diplomats.

   “The problem of land grabbing is one of the biggest issues facing Cambodia right now,” said Deputy US Ambassador Mark Storella. “It’s one of the greatest sources of a sense of injustice in Cambodian society.”

   A local official claimed to own the land on which Kbal Spean sits. The residents disputed it, but an appeal court ruled in favour of the official. Despite their violent eviction on 21 March 2005, the villagers returned and have rebuilt ramshackle homes. No one has been charged with the death of the five villagers, though an appeal is pending on a criminal suit against police. 

   “We will die on this land if we have to. We’re not leaving,” says Prom Rin, who was among the first to move to Kbal Spean in 1997 as part of land redistribution efforts by district authorities. He helped clear banana trees and land-mines left from years of civil war. Now, he makes his living on less than US$1 a day, doing odd jobs at the Thai border.

   During its strict communist rule in the 1970s, the former Khmer Rouge regime banned property ownership and destroyed land records, leaving Cambodia’s land laws in shambles. A law enacted in 2001 to help sort out the mess allows individuals to register for ownership and receive titles after five years of residing on state land. But in most cases, the occupants are poor, illiterate and unaware of their rights.

   More than 80 per cent of impoverished Cambodia’s 13 million people live in rural areas and depend on land to survive. Hun Sen has warned of a “peasant revolution” if land is not redistributed to the poor. He recently told officials they must stop being “greedy” and threatened to fire anyone connected with land injustices. 

   But critics say Hun Sen’s words lack substance, citing his pledge to international donors a year ago to immediately disclose records on land concessions given to private companies and the military. The donors are still waiting.

   “The problem is extensive and needs serious attention at all levels,” UN rights official Yash Ghai notes in a new report. There are no official figures on the number of land dispute cases. But research done by the NGO Forum, an umbrella organization of 70 civil society groups, lists 1,551 cases between 1991 and 2004, affecting nearly 160,300 families or almost seven per cent of the population. Most cases are unresolved, and the rate of new disputes is gathering pace as the economy grows and land prices skyrocket, the group says.

Additional [AI: 2.3.2006]: On occasion of a Consultative Group (CG) meeting in Phnom Penh on 2 – 3 March 2006, Amnesty International (AI) expressed grave concerns about the general human rights situation in Cambodia. The organization pointed out that the country has witnessed a serious erosion of respect for human rights, including threats to fundamental rights and freedoms.  Human rights defenders, including environmental and land rights activists as well as other members of Cambodian civil society, have been particularly under threat.

   In a series of recommendations AI urged all CG participants, including Cambodia’s international donors, to strongly urge the Cambodian government to:

- guarantee an end to harassment and intimidation against human rights defenders, activists and opposition party members and withdraw all outstanding defamation complaints lodged in a recent crackdown; 

- repeal or amend defamation and disinformation laws and other provisions in the criminal law to ensure that the right to freedom of expression is protected; ensure that any new legislation, including the penal code, does not criminalize this right.

- comply fully with their human rights obligations, as reflected in 2004 CG commitments, including addressing issues which frustrate the realization of human rights, such as land grabbing, corruption and misuse of natural resources and other state assets, as well as urgently accelerating legal and judicial reform;

- ensure that the right to freedom of expression is extended to include independent broadcast media.

   AI also called on donors to:

- ensure continued strong support for efforts by civil society activists to improve the protection of human rights, promote the rule of law, increase proper counter-corruption initiatives and to extend media freedom to independent broadcasters;

- reinforce such support by publicly voicing concern about the current unsustainable situation.   ( 

KHMER ROUGE STRONGHOLD AS TOURIST ATTRACTION? 

[ABC-Radio: 21.4.06] -  TOURISM officials in Cambodia have plans to turn the cremation site of Khmer Rouge leader Pol Pot into an attraction to be developed as part of a larger plan to bring tourists to the former rebel stronghold of Anlong Veng.

   The tourism ministry recently announced that the government was looking at 38 sites in the isolated mountains in northern Cambodia where the Khmer Rouge hid in their final days during the 1990s. It said the most famous among these is a patch of ground where Pol Pot was unceremoniously cremated under a pile of rubbish in 1998. Other attractions may include a rebel munitions warehouse and homes belonging to former senior figures in the regime.

   The government proposal to exploit Anlong Veng for tourism purposes has given rise to controversy in Cambodia. As many as two million people died of starvation, overwork or execution during the Khmer Rouge's rule in the late 1970s.   (
THAI FIRM TO BUILD AIRPORT ON CASINO ISLAND

[The Nation: 1.4.06] - BANGKOK Airways Co plans to put a US$10-million airport on Cambodia's Kong Island in its first such venture abroad. The new airport would join three in Thailand - Samui, Sukhothai and Trat. Trat is the gateway to the booming resort island – Koh Chang.

   During the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) Investment Summit held in Luang Prabang from 28 to 30 March, CEO Prasert Prasartthong-osoth said that construction would start this year, beginning with a runway, terminal and operation offices, and take a year to complete. Bangkok Airways leases land on the casino island, which has become a popular tourist destination Cambodia eased its immigration conditions to attract more visitors. Bangkok would be connected to Kong Island, which lies just off the southern tip of Trat, twice or three times a week.

   "We will be the first airline to operate on the island, just as we were in Siem Reap in Cambodia years ago," Prasert said.

   Cambodia wants to attract investors to the island by promoting it as a special economic zone, he said. The airline targets business people and tourists, particular from Thailand and other Asian countries. Prasert denied that his service would see a big proportion of gamblers but agreed that they would be a major group.

   The regional airline is also studying the feasibility of constructing an airport in southern Burma, but progress has been slow. It flies from Bangkok to Rangoon. The privately owned airline is growing rapidly in the Asian market with three million passengers a year, of which 90 per cent are tourists from Western countries.

   The airline repositioned itself from a tourist carrier to a boutique airline several years ago to avoid clashing with budget airlines. Bangkok Airways markets World Heritage Route tour packages, which combine the famed sites in countries along the Mekong River, including Sukhothai, Luang Prabang in Laos, Danang in Vietnam, Angkor Wat, and Yunnan in China. The airline is also developing a hotel chain called Heritage to complement its World Heritage Route. Bangkok Airways was a major sponsors for the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) Investment Summit in Luang Prabang.   ( 
THAILAND

POLITICS AND TSUNAMI WARNING CUT INTO TOURISM 
[The Nation: 14.3.06; 21.3.06; Manager-Online: 14.3.06] – POLITICAL tension and fear of another tsunami are expected to cut the Thai tourism industry's revenue by 10 to 20 per cent this year, according to Taksin Pillavas, president of the Association of Thai Travel Agents (ATTA). He added that in March many overseas tourists had postponed their trips to Thailand mainly to avoid the unsettled political environment.

   In view of the months of confrontation between caretaker Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra and the People’s Alliance for Democracy (PAD - a growing social movement to defend civic rights), local travellers have also rescheduled domestic trips. Thaksin, a former policeman and billionaire businessman turned politician, on 24 February dissolved parliament and called an election for April 2, which was boycotted by the three main opposition parties over disagreements on constitutional change.

   In addition, Thailand’s Andaman coast has experienced another tourism slump after being spooked by another tsunami warning.

   "At the world's largest tourism exhibition ITB 2006 in Germany, I found that tour operators in European countries were worried about Thailand's political situation and another expected tsunami," said ATTA president Taksin.
   Wichai Rattamanee, president of the Tourism Association in Trang province, said after the tsunami warning, many tourists left Trang's tourist destinations. Trang is one of the six southern provinces on the Andaman coast that were severely damaged by the tsunami on December 26, 2004. Wichai said the tourism business in Trang and its surrounding areas had been recovering but they were in trouble again since Thailand's National Disaster Warning Centre warned people in March to look out for possible indicators of a tsunami due to an unusually high number of underwater earthquakes in a short period. It stopped short of a warning, however, and no official's evacuations took place in the vulnerable areas on the Andaman seacoast.

   Kitti Pattanachinda, vice president of the Phuket Tourism Association commented that the country's political problems had been broadcast around the world and when potential tourists watched the news they might change their minds and travel to other countries they consider more peaceful. Thailand's political turmoil has affected Phuket's tourism industry and European travel agents have been inquiring about security factors and risks on the island, he said.
   During an emergency meeting attended by the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT), the Board of Investment (BoI), the National Economic Social and Development Board (NESDB) and the Export Promotion Department to evaluate the impact of the political crisis on the economy, TAT governor Juthamas Siriwan expressed her concern after hearing that 65,000 Singaporean and Chinese travellers had cancelled trips to Thailand in March due to the uncertain situation. Japanese travellers, who are key visitors to Thailand, also delayed their tours and flight bookings. "Political conflict has directly affected visitors' confidence," Juthamas said.
   Despite the TAT’s efforts to downplay the impact of politics on tourism, business representatives in Bangkok’s tourist districts of Silom and Patpong insisted the prolonged crisis gripping the country had resulted in revenue losses. The estimated losses would run to tens of billions of baht if the negative impact on the tourism industry is taken into account, according to a business spokesperson.   ( 

TSUNAMI WALL ADDS TO TURTLE EXTINCTION CRISIS 

[The Nation: 16.4.06] - TURTLE populations in the Andaman Sea are at dire levels, with some species hovering on the brink of extinction because of natural and human causes such as tsunami walls. Wildlife experts estimate that there are less than five leatherback turtles left in an area that once teemed with them, while hawksbill and olive ridley turtles each number less than 100.

   One of the most important spawning sites for the four main species of Andaman Sea turtles that are critically endangered is in Phang Nga. As one of the worst-hit areas in the tsunami disaster, local authorities have built a 2.5-km-long and one-metre-high concrete wall to try to minimize the effects of any future sea disasters.

   Instead, this wall is now creating a disaster for the turtles.

   "The area is the last site along the Andaman coast where all four of the Andaman turtle species can be found spawning. The concrete wall is causing them great problems in trying to lay their eggs on the beach," said Songpol Tippayawong, the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) Thailand's head of marine and coastal resource unit.

   Sawakhon Sangkhorn from Tai Muang village which is nearest to the spawning site, said the wall had been constructed by the local tambon (sub-district) administrative organization (TAO) without consultation with local villagers or park officials. "At first the wall was not as long or as high. After the tsunami, the TAO received US$100,000 to restore it, but then they later sought US$750,000 to extend the length and height even though local villagers were opposed to it," she said.

   "We have been seeing various kinds of turtle in this area for generations. Some were as big as a car roof and we could climb up on their backs to have our photographs taken. We even have a local tradition called dern tao [a walk to observe turtle spawning in the early morning]," another local villager said.

   Wattana Phornprasert, chief of Khao Lampee-Had Tai Muang National Park, said the park had filed a lawsuit against the wall's construction on the grounds that the contractor had encroached on a park. Part of the wall, which is still being added to, is in a park area. "The case is still being processed. Parts of the construction in the park were stopped temporarily. We don't know what is going to happen next," he said.

   Songpol said the wall should be demolished immediately in order to improve the survival rate of the endangered turtles adding, “The situation with the Andaman sea turtles is getting worse and worse and needs an urgent action plan," he said.

   But it is not only the Tai Muang wall that is threatening the Andaman Sea turtles. The wildlife experts say that spawning sites are growing fewer, fishing boats use equipment that trap and kill turtles, and many of the ancient creatures are hunted relentlessly for their eggs, meat, skin and shells. And tourism growth has also been a major factor for the decrease of the turtle populations. 
   In an attempt to reverse the crisis before it is too late, Songpol said WWF Thailand and the Department of Marine and Coastal Resource would draw up an action plan and guidelines to conserve the species. It will be ready in two months, he said. At the international level, conservationists throughout the Indian Ocean and Southeast Asian regions have declared 2006 as the Year of the Turtle.   (
HIGH-END PARADISE NOT WANTED

 [Bangkok Post: 22.4.06, The Nation: 7.3.06] - UNTIL recently, the residents on Koh Samet in Rayong province had few complaints about the island's popularity. A number of islanders have made a good and steady living from tourism-related businesses. Many of them were concerned, however, when the Development Agency for Sustainable Tourism Areas (DASTA) announced its plans for developing the island. The locals believed the agency's plan would allow big investors to come in and, through pricing manipulations, make island property values rise dramatically. This would make tourism “sustainable” only for high-end tourists, and at the same time squeeze out the local entrepreneurs.

   Islanders say they do not aim for a huge growth in tourism, and that there are already plans for developing Koh Samet in a small way with funds to be provided by a local administrative organization. Although DASTA plan was cancelled, the tug of war between big investors pushing resort developments and local businesses that favour smaller operations rages on in Koh Samet as elsewhere.
   Visitors to Samet complain that wooden huts are being replaced by massive concrete bungalows and that incremental encroachment and concentration of tourist facilities can be experienced everywhere on the island, which is in fact a national park. 

   The “fragile environment is being damaged with the incidental filth and chaos of mass tourism,” wrote one observer in a letter to The Nation. “With low standards of probity at the highest levels of public life, powerful commercial forces are not likely to be resisted, but in the blind rush for the tourist dollar, Samet is being despoiled. The jewel is becoming seriously flawed. I now hardly dare to go back to this island paradise, for fear of what further deterioration I might see the next time.” (
ANOTHER JEWEL EARMARKED FOR LUXURY TOURISM

[The Nation: 25.4.06] – THAILAND’S Treasury Department plans to develop Koh Kood, which is part of the Koh Chang Archipelago in Trat province, into a haven for well-heeled tourists. Initial studies have found that the island has the potential to become an attractive up-market destination, according to the department’s director general, Wisudhi Srisuphan.

   The department owns 90 per cent of Koh Kood, which has an area of 10,500 hectares. About 74 per cent of the island is covered with forest and a population of some 1,800 makes a living from farming and fishing.

   There are already about 30 small- and medium-sized resorts operated by private firms, and private developers own most of its beaches. As elsewhere (on Koh Samet, for example) they are worried about the plan because a grand development scheme may cost them their businesses.

   Treasury Department consultants have proposed to divide the island into three zones: development areas targeted for the location of resorts; preservation areas in which development will not be permitted; and reserves for a future phase of development. 

   Wisudhi said there were six projects in the planning stage: (1) a marina for yachts that would sail between Koh Chang Archipelago in Trat, Koh Samet in Rayong province and Koh Kong [the “casino island”] in Cambodia; (2) a four- or five-star resort; (3) an “eco-adventure-tourism” centre focusing on forest trekking and sea diving; (4) a “boutique” hill resort, in which customers will be able to lease luxury holiday dwellings for many years; (5) a “city gate” housing commercial and public services; (6) a residential area for the local residents who are supposed to engage in organic farming with the products to be sold to the resorts.

   Wisudhi said public hearings are to be held after a master plan for Koh Kood will be completed in about five months. The department plans to enter into joint ventures with private developers to defray the high project costs.

   A major issue is water supply as the island regularly faces water shortages in the dry season. Roads and other infrastructure will also have to be upgraded.   (
VIETNAM

TOURISM INDUSTRY GAINING STRENGTH          

[Nhan Dan: 22.4.06; The Nation: 30.3.06] - AFTER the 1997 regional economic crisis, despite being affected by pandemics, natural disasters and conflicts in regions of the world, the Vietnamese tourism industry is entering a strong development period. Over the past 15 years, the number of tourists has increased by 20 per cent each year on average. The number of international tourists to Vietnam has increased 11 fold, from 250,000 in 1990 to 3.4 million in 2005. In the first quarter of 2006, Vietnam has attracted more than one million international tourists. The tourism industry has earned more than VND 30 billion, exceeding the plan.

   The development of tourism has significantly contributed to change the face of urban and rural areas. Major tourist centres have emerged around Sapa, Ha Long Bay, Cat Ba island, Sam Son beach, Cua Lo beach, the ancient city of Hue, provinces of Quang Nam, Khanh Hoa, Binh Thuan and Ba Ria – Vung Tau and some Cuu Long river delta provinces.

      Directed by the government, the tourism industry has coordinated with relevant ministries and bodies and localities to build and complete major mechanisms and policies on tourism such as Tourism Ordinance, Tourism Law and national action plan on tourism. The Tourism Law took effect in January 2006 and is the most important legal document that adjusts tourism activities.

   So far, there have been more than 6,000 institutions that operate in the accommodation business nationwide with more than 130,000 rooms, including 18 five-star hotels, 48 four-star hotels and 300 international tourist companies. Hanoi, Ho Chi Minh City, Quang Ninh, Da Nang and Haiphong have the most international tourist companies. 

   According to official statistics, tourism activities have created jobs for more than 234,000 direct employees and about 510,000 indirect employees. 
   The tourism industry has given special attention to organizing road, river and sea tours, linking places of interest and resorts in localities with one another. In recent years, particularly in early 2006, Vietnam has experienced thousands of international tourists travelling by sea on tens of cruise ships that dock Ha Long, Da Nang, Nha Trang, Vung Tau, Ho Chi Minh City and Phu Quoc ports.

   The government has heavily subsidized the tourist industry. For the past five years, it has allocated VND 2,146 billion to help improve tourism infrastructure in key tourism centres with 358 projects in 58 provinces and centrally-run cities. In addition, the tourism sector has attracted 190 foreign direct investment projects with a total registered capital of US$4.64 billion in 29 provinces and cities.
   To shield foreign visitors from crime, “persistent vendors and beggars”, the government recently set up a tourism security force to patrol the streets of Ho Chi Minh City. Vietnam’s first-ever such task force is staffed with 108 uniformed civilians, not police, and equipped with electric truncheons and radios to ensure tourists’ safety. 
   Vietnam has also exempted visas for citizens from Japan, the Republic of Korea and some Nordic countries. Visas granting has been diversified, for example, visas are granted to tourists at Vietnamese embassies abroad, and at international border gates for those who stay in Vietnam with a maximum of 15 days.    (
DECREE ALLOWS FOREIGNERS TO RECEIVE FOREST LEASE RIGHTS
[Vietnam News Agency: 15.3.06] - VIETNAM has taken a further step towards the privatization of its natural assets, to be exploited by tourism and other industries. 

   The government has for long been leasing out forests for local individuals and organizations to exploit, and it has now expanded this policy by adding foreigners to the list. A new government decree allows overseas Vietnamese and foreign individuals and organizations to lease forests for making forestry products and providing tourism and other services, according to the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development (MARD).

    However, a lease agreement with any party should conform to the National Plan for Forest Protection and Development and be approved by the local People's Committees. The decree stipulates the lease must be clearly specified in terms of nature, area, and others at the time of allotment, which must be made through an auction. It also stipulates that a foreign individual and organization can only be allotted a maximum of 30 ha and for a period of less than 50 years in case of primary forests. The term can be longer in hitherto undeveloped and remote areas.
   Foreign economic organizations leasing protected and special use forests for ‘ecotourism’ and environmental development projects too may do so for up to 50 years.
   However, the ministry's Forestry Protection Department expressed concern that the allotment of forests to foreign individuals and organizations could put further pressure on a resource that had steadily dwindled over the years. It is also worried that the mushrooming of ‘ecotourism’ projects might hurt primary forests.   ( 
YUNNAN/ CHINA

THE LUXURIOUS SIDE OF ‘SHANGRI-LA’

The following is a shortened version of a travel story by Adam Minter, a writer based in Shanghai 
[Los Angeles Times: 26.3.06]

Shangri-La - for centuries, Tibetans have called this land Gyalthang. The People's Republic of China in 1957 christened it Diqing- Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture, hardly a name tailor-made for tourist brochures. That didn't much matter when Beijing decided in the early 1990s to open Yunnan Province to outsiders, encouraging tourism and the exchange of foreign currency. Most early takers were backpackers and mountaineers eager to see a revered morsel of the Himalayas and happy to rough it along the way in tents or small guest houses.

   Local governments, though, were keen to attract bigger spenders. Before long, several in Yunnan were marketing themselves as Shangri- La, the famous invention of British writer James Hilton. In his 1933 novel "Lost Horizon," which Frank Capra made into a movie in 1937, Shangri-La is a Himalayan paradise ruled by monks who have discovered the secret of immortality.

   Scholars and explorers were soon arguing about where the real-world setting for Hilton's dreamland might be, and over the decades expeditions were launched to pinpoint it. Teams of experts, including one in the 1990s dispatched by the National Geographic Society, looked for the things that Hilton's characters see—"the loveliest mountain on earth," the pavilions of a monastery clinging to a mountainside "with the chance delicacy of flower petals impaled upon a crag," a valley that is "nothing less than an enclosed paradise of amazing fertility."

   In 2001, the State Council in Beijing decided that it had the long-sought answer. Without explanation, the council granted Zhongdian County in Diqing-Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture the sole right to rename itself Shangri-La, which it promptly did. And a slow but steady upgrade in tourist accommodations began, with Banyan Tree Ringha, which opened in September, the first luxury hotel on the scene. Rooms start at about US$400 a night.

   For Singapore-based Banyan Tree, which operates resorts in the Maldives, Seychelles and other exotic locations, the decision to tackle high-altitude China was part of a corporate strategy to refocus on what's known as the “soft adventure” market. "We are in a very challenging, harsh locality," said General Manager Richard Neo. The resort is for well-heeled explorers who want to vacation in one of the world's most beautifully rugged environments, "but want to do it in comfort."

   From its perch above the valley, Banyan Tree is a jumping-off point for natural wonders that have awed adventurers and invaders since this was ancient Tibet: Tiger Leaping Gorge, one of the world's deepest; Baishui Whitewater Terrace, which from a distance looks like a silver waterfall; the enormous Napa flood plain, a lake from July to September, a meadow the rest of the year and home in winter to the rare Black-necked Crane; Shudu Lake, surrounded by alpine meadows and pine forests.

   The Songzanlin Monastery, built on a site chosen by the fifth Dalai Lama in the 17th century, is 45 minutes down the road, and the 700-year-old Temple of the Five Wisdom Buddhas, where yak butter candles burn near the altar and prayer flags flutter in the wind, is a short walk up a steep hill. The resort's guides lead treks into the wilds and arrange visits to farming villages. The rambles take guests past turnips drying on tall racks, and fields of barley and wheat. Peaks with lovely names such as Jade Dragon Snow Mountain loom in the distance, 18,000 feet or more in the clouds.

   To reach ‘Shangri-La’, one can take a 15-hour bus ride from the Yunnan Province capital of Kunming or a 40-minute flight from Kunming International Airport to the new Diqing- Shangri-La Airport.

   Until 2001, the city was called Zhongdian. For hundreds of years before it had been a loose collection of sleepy villages known for their proximity to Songzanlin Monastery, home to 800 monks, and for the hospitality that residents offered travellers on the ancient Tea Road between China and Tibet. Now its Old Town is the thriving center of Shangri-La tourism, jammed with bars, cafés, handicraft shops and trekking guides.  (  
MASSIVE INVESTMENT IN AIRPORT CONSTRUCTION

[Xinhua News: 27.3.06] – SOUTHWEST China's Yunnan Province is to invest more than 20 billion yuan (US$2.5 billion) in airport construction projects in the next five years. According to the province's blueprint for the 11th Five-Year Plan (2006-2010), the projects will further improve transportation ability of Yunnan and boom local economic growth in the sectors of foreign trade and tourism. 

    By 2010, the number of airports in Yunnan will reach 15, forming a comprehensive air traffic network that links all parts of Yunnan with the outside world, especially countries in southeastern Asia and southern Asia. With the provincial capital Kunming as hinge, the air traffic network will provide domestic and overseas tourists convenient access to dozens of well-known tourism sites such as Lijiang ancient town, Xishuangbannan ethnic villages and Simao border city. 

    The Kunming new international airport is aimed at becoming one of the world's top 80 airports by 2010 in the fields of flight number and capacity of passenger and cargo handling.   (
CHINESE HOTELS TO GO GREEN 

[Travel Trade Gazette Asia: 21-27.4.06] - WHILE China does not have a sterling record for environmental friendliness, things look set to change, three years after China Hotel Association first implemented guidelines and standards for “green hotels”. The National Development and Reform Commission (NDRC) recently issued a circular calling on industries to enforce environmental protection standards.

   The NDRC is a department of the State Council, China’s cabinet. State-run Xinhua News Agency reported a state standard on green hotels would soon be drafted and enacted, but no dates have been announced. According to the circular, the number of green hotels is expected to reach 10,000 by 2010.

   “Green hotels” are expected to run eco-friendly facilities and managerial systems, and adopt technologies and measures that would cut down on waste and consumption, and conserve water and energy. The China Hotel Association (CHA) based in Beijing said of more than 200,000 hotels in China, there are so far only some 300 “green hotels”, which include international brands and domestic chains.

   It said the standards combined elements practiced in Europe and the US, and took into account the characteristics of the local industry such as market developmental phase and income levels. The three main areas the standards encompass are health, safety and eco-friendliness. In China, “green hotel” ratings start from grade A and goes up to AAAAA.

   Some of the recommendations under CHA’s standards have been deemed unrealistic by hotel operators. An executive of domestic chain Jianguo Hotel Management Company told China Daily, using recycled water was not feasible as digging up and replacing pipes would require a huge investment.   (
