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********** SWAMP **********

Dam us!

Pave us!

Starve us!

Rape us!

Of lotus

Rice and dignity

We apologize for our simplicity

Our humble way of life

We prefer our morning glory

To your Hotels

Our fishponds

To your Restaurants

Our rabbits and birds

To your Theme Parks

Our canoes

to your Jet Skies

Our survival

To your Golf Course

Our swamp

To your quagmire

(by Tom Radzienda, A Promise For Siam, Bangkok 2002)

*******************************

THE REGION

MEKONG TOURISM GROWING 

[Bangkok Post: 9.10.06; E-Travel Blackboard: 10.10.06] - THE governments of the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) have reported a surge in tourist numbers in the region. Figures show that Cambodia’s international visitor arrivals rose 19.2 per cent in January to June this year compared to the same period last year. Other countries in the area such as Laos, Burma and Vietnam have seen growth as well – 15, 7.3 and 7 per cent respectively.

   “The emerging destinations of the GMS are growing faster than many mature destinations due to the catch-up factor,” said Stephen Yong, executive director of the Mekong Tourism Office (MTO). “Airport upgrades, new flights, visas on arrival and ease of access from efficient gateway hubs such as Bangkok also help,” he said, adding, “The novelty of visiting so-called ‘new’ destinations will continue to drive eye-catching growth for the Mekong region for the foreseeable future.”  

   But Yong cautioned that while there was increased interconnectivity and rapid development in this region, there were also major challenges to address. Threats from terrorism, rising energy prices, inflation, interest rates, a weak market position and uncontrolled growth are just some factors that may harm this positive rise in the tourist market. Avian flu also remains a serious concern.

   Nevertheless, Yong reinforced the GMS tourism strategies, pointing out  that different events would be held to promote tourism in the area such as ‘The Mekong Showcase’ in Hong Kong and the ‘Mekong Investment Summit’ in Hanoi.   (
IFC’S MEKONG PRIVATE SECTOR DEVELOPMENT FACILITY (MPDF) 

[IFC website: Oct. 2006] - IFC-MPDF is an initiative set up by the International Finance Corporation in Vietnam, Cambodia, and Lao PDR, “to increase sustainable business practices in three sectors that are central to economic growth and poverty reduction – tourism, agribusiness, and garments”, according to its website ifc.org. Donors are the Asian Development Bank, Australia, Canada, Finland, IFC, Ireland, Japan, New Zealand, the Netherlands, Norway, Sweden, Switzerland and the United Kingdom.

    The MPDF says it targets tourism because of its great importance to economies in the Mekong region and strong potential to grow. In Siem Reap, Cambodia, it has started a one-year ‘sustainable tourism’ project, which encourages travellers to stay longer and contribute more to the local economy. This initiative is also being extended to Lao PDR and Vietnam, using the slogan ‘Stay Another Day’. This complements the work of www.worldhotel-link.com, a worldwide network of websites incubated by IFC-MPDF that allows smaller accommodation providers to market themselves on the internet and promote local projects that “care for the destination”. 

   MPDF’s pilot project in Siem Reap attempts to link up with local NGOs and other groups that are willing to receive tourists to their environmental, social or cultural projects. Plans for ‘destination-friendly’ tours include so-called ‘backstage’ visits to Angkor Wat to support restoration workers and understand their challenges; eco-tours of the Tonle Sap to learn about biodiversity and the threats to it; village concerts with some of Cambodia’s best traditional musicians; and visits to orphanages, schools and hospitals to learn about development issues.   (
CHINESE TOURISTS RAPPED FOR RUDENESS 

[Shanghai Daily: 31.8.06; China Daily: 2.9.06] – IF one believes recent press reports, some Chinese tourists are notorious for their ‘uncivilized’ behaviour, especially on foreign trips when their behaviour contrasts sharply with that of tourists from other countries. 

   China’s Office of Spiritual Civilization and the National Tourism Administration are now on the case, collecting examples of rude tourists and suggestions on how to solve the problem.

   “In foreign countries, when you hear people speaking in loud voices at the airport, the dinner table, or scenic spots, they're probably Chinese,” informed a recent article in the Shanghai Daily. “When you see a scenic spot despoiled with rubbish after the visit of some tourists, the junk was probably discarded by Chinese tourists.”

   In May, Asiaweek magazine in Hong Kong highlighted the "seven deadly sins" of Chinese mainland tourists. The first two are neglecting public hygiene and making too much noise. There are complaints that many Chinese tourists throw rubbish or spit on the ground wherever and whenever they feel like it. Besides, many are used to talking loudly in public, which is seldom done by people in other countries. Other common misbehaviours of Chinese tourists include disobeying rules and regulations by queue-jumping and elbowing their way for vacant seats and places.

   The Spiritual Civilization Office recently published an etiquette guidebook that aims to help correct some embarrassing habits of Chinese tourists at home and abroad. The government hopes an education campaign will curb rude behaviour, also in anticipation of the Olympic Games in 2008. Hundreds-of-thousands of foreigners are expected to flood into Beijing for the international sporting event. So, too, are millions of Chinese tourists.   (
BURMA

Special Report

NAYPYIDAW: A DUSTY WORK IN PROGRESS

The October edition of The Irrawaddy focuses on Burma’s capital relocation. Editor Aung Saw’s essay reads: “Three of Burma’s most celebrated kings stand watch over Naypyidaw, the ‘royal city’ where Than Shwe presides over what might be called a new empire. What lies in store for him, and the kingdom he is carving out of the dusty hills of central Burma, will undoubtedly remain a topic of speculation for politicians, pundits, and perhaps even the country’s many soothsayers.” The following story is excerpted from an article by The Irrawaddy’s Clive Parker, one of the first foreign journalists who had the chance to visit the new capital [The Irrawaddy: Oct.06]
Naypyidaw’s new city hall stands at the end of a road so long and wide it could almost serve as an airport runway. The imposing building—a colonnaded structure with an interior courtyard—will look better, though, when it is completed.

   After more than two years of construction, Asia World Company, the private Burmese contractor responsible for the building, says it will be a further 12 months before the project is completed, locals say, despite pressure from the authorities to finish by the end of 2006. Each week that passes costs the state millions of kyat in labour costs that it cannot afford. Asia World is the country’s biggest construction enterprise, run by Tun Myint Naing, also known as Steven Law, barred from entering the US because of suspected links with drugs trafficking.

   Nearly a year since the ruling State Peace and Development Council (SPDC) first began moving civil servants to its new administrative centre, Burma is learning the hard way that relocating a capital city is a difficult and expensive undertaking.

   Burma’s new capital is still very much a work in progress, and the civil servants transferred there since last November—at least those prepared to talk—are unanimous in their dissatisfaction. One could be forgiven for thinking otherwise, from the highly embellished reports in Burma’s state- run press.

    One article in The New Light of Myanmar in August provided this rosy depiction of the dusty capital: “A long row of new departmental buildings…in Naypyidaw has become a majestic scene for anyone visiting the place,” the article declared. “It will not be wrong to say that service personnel have entered a new age.”

   Asia World Company has been contracted by the government for another six years, which means that Naypyidaw will remain under construction until at least 2012. And for the 80,000 workers enlisted to build the new city, conditions have reportedly been poor from the start.

    The International Labour Organization (ILO) received reports that at least 2,800 people from the surrounding area were forced to build camps for three army battalions and an air force battalion to secure Pyinmana ahead of construction. “In addition to labour, each village had to provide roofing and construction materials and transport for the project,” an ILO report from March 2005 said. The government has denied the allegations. The ILO has not received any verifiable evidence of forced labour since then, and says it is reluctant to draw attention to labour complaints from Naypyidaw for fear that the government might punish complainants for “spreading false information,” as it has in numerous other cases. The government agreed to a moratorium on such prosecutions in July.

   The relocation project has had some positive economic impact. Local companies have benefited from the influx of new business, notwithstanding their allegations of the government’s confiscation of land. Big construction companies—Asia World Company, Htoo Trading, Eden Group, Max Myanmar and Shwe Thanlwin—have also seen significant revenues, but the government’s reported inability to pay for services has required companies to generate income from numerous concessions offered in the place of cash.

   These companies were all given the opportunity to build hotels in Naypyidaw, while the government simultaneously prohibited smaller operations in old Pyinmana from accepting foreign guests, thereby denying them the ability to earn foreign currency.

    Max Myanmar has made the most of government concessions. It’s Royal Kumudra hotel, located in Naypyidaw’s new guest accommodation zone along an unfinished stretch of two-lane highway, is the busiest of the city’s new hotels—and one of the most expensive, charging US$144 per night for its top-tier executive villas.

   Air Bagan, owned by Htoo Trading chief Tay Za, became the first private airline to offer service to Pyinmana’s Ela Airport on 1 March. Other companies not involved in construction in Naypyidaw—including Air Mandalay—were permitted to fly to the new capital two weeks later.

   In Naypyidaw, residents’ discontent is as evident as their confusion about why the move was necessary in the first place. The civil servants and laborers who toil each day in the dust and despair that shrouds the new capital give little or no importance to the government’s construction timetables or cost projections. Being uprooted from their families and homes by force is all that concerns them.   (
PAGAN: FROM RUINS TO RUINED

Burma's military regime is obliterating a cultural treasure as it ‘rebuilds' ancient temples to bring in tourists, writes Richard C. Paddock. The following is edited from his article published in the Los Angeles Times [LAT: 7.9.06]

The bricklayers are paid US$1.35 a day to rebuild the ancient ruin: a small, 13th century temple reduced by time to little more than its foundation. But they have no training in repairing aged monuments, and their work has nothing to do with actually restoring one of the world's most important Buddhist sites. Instead, using modern red bricks and mortar, they are building a new temple on top of the old.

   They work from a single page of drawings supplied by the government. Three simple sketches provide the design for a generic brick structure and a fanciful archway. No one knows, or seems to care, what the original temple looked like. Nearby are two piles of 700-year-old bricks that were pulled from the ruin. The bricklayers use them to fill holes in the temple.

   Known as Monument No. 751, the structure is one of hundreds of new temples that have popped up all over the ancient city of Pagan, which ranks with Cambodia's Angkor temple complex as one of Asia's most remarkable religious sites. Once the scene of an international rescue effort, Pagan is now in danger of becoming a temple theme park.

   The late Burmese historian Than Tun called the restoration ‘blitzkrieg archaeology’. 

   "They are carrying out reconstruction based on complete fantasy," said an American archaeologist who asked not to be identified for fear of being banned from the country. "It completely obliterates any historical record of what was there."

   Burma is advertised to tourists as the ‘Land of Golden Pagodas’. Pagan's largest temples rival the cathedrals of Europe in size and age. By some estimates, there were as many as 13,000 temples here during Pagan's peak in the 13th century. Today, the Pagan cultural heritage zone has more than 2,200 temples, along with 2,000 unidentifiable mounds and ruins.

   Despite the new construction, Pagan remains awe-inspiring. But many of the temples were damaged by a major earthquake in 1975. The military government at the time accepted international assistance, and experts from around the world spent years restoring some of the most important temples. Major temples restored after the quake remain in good condition.

   After a new clique of generals came to power in 1988, interest in upholding international standards for historic preservation vanished. The regime rejected offers of continued foreign assistance and eventually dropped its plan to seek Pagan's designation as a World Heritage site, leaving one of the world's premier archaeological sites without UN-protected status.

   The government decided instead that turning Pagan into a tourist destination could bring much-needed foreign cash. The generals set about making the archaeological zone more appealing to visitors, particularly tourists from neighbouring countries such as China and Thailand that are not so critical of the military government. Few Western visitors come to Pagan because of calls by the opposition for a tourist boycott.

   One of the regime's first steps was to uproot all 3,000 residents who lived within Old Pagan's historic walls and move them to New Pagan a few miles south. "We were very angry," said one man who was 15 when his family had to pick up and move its small wooden house. "The older people were very sad. We had been there many generations."

   Where the homes used to be, the government began building hotels and restaurants. Much of the work was done with forced labour, a form of exploitation for which the regime is notorious.

   As in every aspect of society here, decisions on historic preservation are made by generals with no special expertise or training. Government archaeologists say privately they have no choice but to go along. "If we disagree," one said, "they will send us to prison."

   Untrained workers began covering old walls with plaster, obliterating the original contour of the brick. Statues were removed and replaced with no attempt to make accurate copies. The damage has been greatest to the medium-sized temples, many of which were neglected after the earthquake and then damaged by subsequent restoration work, said French architect Pierre Pichard, one of the foremost experts on Pagan who wrote an eight-volume catalogue of the monuments published by UNESCO.

   The regime also began a building  program that is changing Pagan's skyline. On the eastern edge of the cultural heritage zone, the government recently built a 154-foot observation tower that resembles a grain silo and sits alongside a new resort complex and golf course. For US$10 — two weeks' salary for a teacher here — visitors can take an elevator to the top, have a drink and watch the sun set over the temples.

    In Old Pagan, workers have built a massive archaeological museum and have nearly finished a huge palace designed in 19th century Mandalay style — not 12th century Pagan style. Both grandiose structures seem out of place on the plain of temples.

   Pichard said the regime's building spree in Pagan was reminiscent of the monuments built by Mussolini during his fascist rule in Italy. "The more oppressive a regime the more prone to build this kind of huge, useless and ridiculous structure," he said. "They are terribly offensive to the landscape and were certainly not needed. To use so much money for these useless buildings in a country where most people do not have schools for their children, electric power, roads and other facilities is, I think, a crime."

   Government archaeologists acknowledge that no one knows what the original structures looked like and say their designs are a calculated guess based on other buildings that survived. Even so, the design for a new temple can be changed at a donor's request. The ancient bricks and mortar were more durable than those used now. Even today, the old bricks are stronger than the new ones. Bang one of each kind together and it's the new one that breaks. But officials said it would be too costly to copy the old materials.

   To make the new temples look more like ruins, the bricks are coated with brown paint made from ground-up ancient bricks. The idea is to have them look like old structures that have lost their stucco. It doesn't take long, however, for the paint to wash off. "The new brickwork, therefore, clashes with the aged appearance of the surviving temples, the new monuments appearing like plucked, pink chickens amidst the ancient shrines," American archaeologist Donald Stadtner writes in his new book, ‘Ancient Pagan, Buddhist Plain of Merit’.

   Pichard and other Western experts say the rebuilding programme has caused irreparable harm to Pagan. Stadtner says the damage caused by the 1975 quake was "benign" compared with the reconstruction of the last 15 years.

   "Up to 1990, Pagan was one of the best preserved sites and cultural landscapes in Asia, with a perfect blend of the rural life where peasants, villages and well-cultivated fields surrounded the monuments without any harm," Pichard said. "Now all actions result in disfiguring the site and endangering the ancient buildings. Sorry for the cliche, but Pagan is becoming a Disneyland, and a very bad one."   (
SANCTUARY UNDER THREAT

A wildlife heritage site in Kachin State is being plundered for profit, say environmentalists. Here is a shortened version of a report by Khun Sam [The Irrawaddy: Oct. 2006].

One of Southeast Asia’s biggest and oldest lakes—set in a supposedly protected area of northern Burma—is being ruined, warn environmentalists. Lake Indawgyi in Kachin State “faces threats from pollution, unsustainable fishing methods, and the hunting of water birds and large mammals,” says ASEAN’s Regional Centre for Biodiversity Conservation. “Local forests are threatened by clearing for agriculture, timber and by forest fire.”

   The lake is on ASEAN’s Heritage Sites list, but the Manila-based body, which is supported by the European Union and several environmental groups, says the wildlife sanctuary is being abused and plundered.

   The military junta has condoned logging of the forested lakeside hills that are part of the 300-square-mile sanctuary, permitted an expansion of mining for gold, and auctioned off sections of the lake to large companies who fish indiscriminately with impunity.

 Hkawn Bu grew up in Na Mawn, one of 20 villages dotted around the 15-mile-long lake and remembers the big fish that were pulled out of the water when she was a girl. But it is hard to catch fish now, she says. “Big fish are not available. If we want to host a ceremony, we have to order fish from lower Burma,” Hkawn Bu said.

    Indawgyi Lake Wildlife Sanctuary was established by Burma’s military-run government in 1999, supposedly to conserve the rich animal, bird and fish life and help promote ecotourism. But the authorities parcel out sections of the lake for three-year terms to large fishing companies in return for fees, say local observers.

   Environmentalists say the lake was home to 200 species of fish, as well as turtles, while the surrounding woodland sheltered 120 species of birds. ASEAN says increasingly rare elephants, leopards, golden cats, sunbeam, the goat-like serow, and rhinoceroses, some of which are on endangered lists, were known to wander the hinterland forests. But various international bodies now believe the plant and wildlife is being irreparably damaged by lack of the very thing the sanctuary status was meant to provide—protection.

   Brang Gam, a community worker and lakeside resident who has been carrying out research on the Indawgyi for years, said some fish that were once popular have become rare, and some migratory birds that relied on the lake are now hardly seen. “By implementing the auction fishing system, fish are caught and sold regardless of their size or the spawning season,” he said. Fishing companies also seek to catch other valuable lake wildlife, including hard and soft-shelled turtles and crocodiles, said Brang Gam. These are illegally traded to China for use in traditional medicine, he said.

    But Brang Gam alleges that the “main felon” is mismanagement by local government authorities who have auctioned off every form of natural resource, allowing a handful of businesspeople to exploit the area for quick profit. Probably the worst examples of this are the gold mining concessions handed out by the authorities. Kachin State is noted for its gold but environmentalists say an increase in the number of mines close to the lake is causing contamination.

   Mercury is a by-product of gold mining and might have leaked into creeks that feed into the lake, but there is also some evidence that cyanide is being used as a means of extracting gold more efficiently from the ground, says the Thailand-based NGO Pan Kachin Development Society. A report by the society said most of the mining in Kachin State is done by Chinese companies who often bring their own equipment and workers.

   Burma is a signatory to the UN’s Convention on Biological Diversity, supported by more than 150 countries as a commitment to promoting sustainable development. The UN citation reads: “The Convention recognizes that biological diversity is about more than plants, animals and micro-organisms and their ecosystems—it is about people and our need for food security, medicines, fresh air and water, shelter, and a clean and healthy environment in which to live.”

   In May last year Burma also ratified the supplementary UN protocol on biosafety, which seeks “the prevention of large-scale loss of biological integrity, focusing both on ecology and human health.” Such terms might not mean much to the lakeside villagers, but they are the very people the convention is intended to protect.   ( 

CAMBODIA

TOURIST JUNGLE GROWS OVER ANGKOR WAT

The ancient ruins of Angkor Wat survived centuries lost in the jungle and decades of civil war. But as visitors are flocking to the ancient temples in record numbers, Adam Piore asks: Can they survive tourism?

[Christian Science Monitor: 18.9.06]

"We don't have enough infrastructure to welcome mass tourism," says Tep Vattho, who heads the development department of APSARA, the government agency entrusted with managing the Angkor Archaeological Park. "We are not ready. If one million come a year, the environment will be destroyed very quickly."

   Mass tourism has already arrived at Siem Reap, the province and gateway town for the temples. All told this year, tourism officials are expecting not one million tourists - about the number that visited last year, breaking all records - but twice that, according to Siem Reap's Governor Sou Phirin. As many as 500,000 are expected between November and December alone, when Cambodia kicks off a World Culture Expo, a 100 day extravaganza expected to garner worldwide media attention.

   Drawing that many visitors will be an amazing feat for a nation that was largely spurned by Western tourists until several years after the 1998 conclusion of a decades-long civil war. But it may well strain the city to the breaking point.  Already, fleets of tour buses and an army of moto-taxis clog the narrow roads. In Angkor Park, so many pairs of feet trod every day on ancient stone walkways that the government is considering requiring visitors to wear plastic slippers.

   The Cambodian population in Siem Reap is exploding, with new arrivals driving up the local population by 50 per cent over the past three years, from 100,000 in 2002, to 150,000 this year. Chaotic, ramshackle encampments line the road leading out of town, housing thousands of arrivals looking for work in the hotels and construction trades.

   "It's bad because it's a small province, and a small town," says Chhouk Vanchhom, bureau chief for the town's tourism department. "There are too many people, and it's difficult to supply and feed them."

   The impact of the tourist boom is apparent downtown, where hotels have sprouted up like mushrooms. The town's infrastructure is beginning to buckle. During the dry season, raw sewage clogs the ancient irrigation web used to water the rice fields.

   "Some hotels put sewage in the river and it smells," says Tep Vattho. "There are squatters along the banks."

   Tourists and new arrivals are drawing down the area's natural water table, leading some to worry that could eventually cause the earth beneath the mighty temples of Angkor to collapse into depleted underground water pockets. 

   Government officials are frantically rushing to catch up. In recent months, they have launched a number of initiatives aimed at averting disaster - including new road projects, a 20-hectare reservoir, a beautification plan, and a new electricity agreement with Thailand. The French are financing a US$5 million wastewater plant, and the government is seeking funds from the Asian Development Bank to build another. But money is always in short supply in this impoverished nation, and officials say the projects are just a start of what's needed, especially if tourism continues to grow at its current rate.

   Donors ponied up about US$50 million between 1993 and 2003 to restore the temples after UNESCO designated them World Heritage Sites, says Nao Hayashi-Deni, a cultural program official at UNESCO in Phnom Penh. Siem Reap is considered a ‘success story’ compared to other worldwide heritage sites, she says but adds that "donors tend to invest money in the temples themselves because it's more visible and easier to showcase their activities." 

    In 2003, UNESCO voted to set up a committee on sustainable tourism, complete with a panel of experts to evaluate the impact of building plans on the area. But so far, no one has provided funding to hire the experts.

   The government seems reluctant to interfere in the growth; Siem Reap is one of its few cash cows. In 2004, international tourists spent US$97 million in Siem Reap, of which more than two-thirds stayed in the province, according to a 2005 study financed by the Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA). More than 5,000 people work in hotels alone, and overall tourism created about 29,400 jobs.

   Without any intervention, the number of visitors could rise to more than 4.3 million in 2020. About 87 hotels are now operating. More than 150 are planned. In the past two years alone, property values along Route 6 have tripled, according to city officials.

   Some planners fear the continued growth of "mass tourism" is not sustainable. JICA's warns that, as it continues, the town is becoming even less attractive to the moneyed, discriminating tourists who could provide Siem Reap with a stable future.

   But rather than control the tourism, local officials are trying to spruce the town up. Siem Reap inaugurated a new French-funded international airport early this month. Recently the government finished a road that loops in front of the airport, to Route 6, and around to the temples. The new road creates an additional path to the temples and will help mitigate traffic. City officials are also hoping to clean up the banks of the Siem Reap River.   (
CHINA’S GROWING ECONOMIC INFLUENCE 
[Asian Times Online: 6.10.06] - PHNOM PENH is becoming China's Casablanca. While China's giant state corporations have recently dropped billions of dollars in oilfields and mines across Africa and South America, low-profile, family-run Chinese firms have come to dominate approved investment in Cambodia.

   China topped Cambodia's investment charts in 2005 with projects worth US$448 million and is on pace to repeat that feat this year with Sino-Hydropower Corp's US$280 million 193-megawatt Kamchay hydropower station, the largest foreign investment in Cambodian history.

   In 2004, the Cambodian Investment Board, which doles out tax holidays and other privileges for foreign investments, approved for the first time more investment from China than any other country. That year, Chinese investors accounted for US$89 million of the total US$217 million approved, while Malaysians ran a distant second at US$23 million. 

   Cambodian Investment Board data show that 9.18% of total approved investment from August 1994 to June 2006 originated from China, accounting for 243 different projects over a diverse cross-section of industries, including hotels and tourism.

   "Because the economy in Cambodia only started to develop 10 or 15 years before, the range for things for Chinese investors to look into is quite wide," said Jimmy Guo, president of the Chinese Chamber of Commerce in Phnom Penh. "We look back to our experience in recovering from poverty. More and more people know Cambodia. We are finding investment in Cambodia is an attractive topic because the political situation here is quite stable now."

   Guo, whose personal primary interests in Cambodia are travel and hotels, says Chinese government support, including the so-called "Go Out" policy, has helped larger Chinese firms to access government-backed soft loans and export credits to start up ventures in Cambodia. 

   Accompanying the flood of Chinese trade and investment is a deluge of Chinese migrants, especially from Guangdong and Fujian provinces. Observers estimate the number of recent Chinese migrants to Cambodia to be anywhere from 50,000 to 300,000 - exact figures, they say, are impossible to get because of the inaccessibility of Cambodia's many remote provincial areas. With the recent development of roads linking the two countries through Laos, speedy bus trips between Yunnan and Cambodia open the way for Chinese laborers and hawkers to move south.

   Chinese investors and migrants alike have safe passage from the silky political ties Beijing has recently cultivated with Phnom Penh. With closer economic relations, political ties are strengthening. Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao visited Cambodia this April, the most senior Chinese visitor since then-president Jiang Zemin made the trip in November 2000. Ministers and delegations from Beijing and the provinces regularly visit Phnom Penh for business- related meetings. 

   Cambodia is strategically vital to China because it overlooks crucial sea lanes and could conceivably share a maritime border if China's military eventually enforces Beijing's claims to disputed, energy-rich atolls in the South China Sea. Beijing currently gives more civil aid to Cambodia, more than US$2 billion since the 1970s, than any other country, according to Sophie Richardson, author of a recent doctoral thesis on China's relations with Cambodia at the University of Virginia.

  All this money and migration raise nationalistic suspicions in some quarters. "China's grant is to pressure the [Cambodian] government to follow [China's] ideology," said Eng Chhay, an member of parliament in the opposition Sam Rainsy Party, as reported in the Cambodia Daily in July. 

   Critics complain that the warm relations give Beijing a free hand in Cambodia. Moreover, Chinese diplomats have been known to complain bitterly to the Ministry of Information and the editors of local newspapers when they discover unfriendly reports about Chinese interests in the Malaysian-owned, Chinese-language Sin Chew Daily newspaper. Free-speech advocates note that this is a seeming contradiction with China's policy of not interfering in other countries' internal affairs. Time will tell if Cambodia today is a glimpse of tomorrow's world, a place where China's investors loom large, and its political influence runs deep.   ( 

THAILAND

‘MILITARY DISNEYLAND’ AS A NEW TOURISM PRODUCT?

[The Nation: 23.9.06; 24.9.06; 2.10.06] - NO shots were fired during military coup in Thailand on 19 September, but people shot countless pictures, documenting the historic event that has been described as ‘friendly’ or ‘civilized’ coup or yellow-ribbon’ revolution. 

   So what kind of coup d’etat was this? This question was not only asked by foreigners but also by many Thais, as posing for snaps with soldiers and tanks suddenly became all the rage. 

   Already in the late evening of 19 September, the CNN showed scenes from Bangkok that prompted one observer to comment that "Hollywood couldn't have dreamt up a better coup". Confusion abound. Was this reality or an American action movie that was shot in Bangkok? 

   “The scene called for a welcoming takeover of power from the caretaker government [led by Thaksin Shinawatra] by the armed forces. Tanks and soldiers carrying M16s roamed the streets of Bangkok during the early morning hours. Beautiful temples and Buddhist monks were in the background, and the street lights and drizzling rain made the streets wet - a perfect, surreal Hollywood touch,” said the source, who added he’d call the movie ‘Amazing Thailand’,  according to the tourism authority’s campaign to lure foreign visitors.  

   In the following days, Bangkok’s Royal Plaza turned into a new kind of tourist attraction, displaying smiles, hospitality and unprecedented harmony between people and soldiers - fully equipped to kill. Strangely, soldiers seemed to have turned into actors in a theme park, offering spectators a first-hand thrilling experience in the national drama. 

   “It’s the spectacle of a big change for the country”, said one local resident who joined the crowd in the streets to applaud the arrival of the troops and tanks. “It’s like the middle class people going to Disneyland,” Thanes Wongyannawa, a political scientist at Thammasat University, was quoted as saying. “They are glad to see the military out on the street and chasing [the unwanted caretaker PM Thaksin Shinawatra] out.”   

   Peace and pro-democracy activists shook their heads in disbelief, when TV stars, wedding couples, monks, and entire families with kids used the coup scenes as background for photo shoots; military accessories suddenly become the ‘in-thing’; and gogo-girls in super-sexy military outfits danced for the entertainment of soldiers and visitors alike. 

    The tourism authority and businesses had good reasons to be relieved that a new tourism crisis had been diverted. And wasn’t it a unique opportunity for promoters to let the world know that the ‘Land of Smiles’ was back to ‘normal’ with many extraordinary visitor attractions available, including the novelty of ‘Military Disneyland’? 

   Meanwhile, the impacts of the military take-over and prospects to restore democracy are still hotly debated.  There are divergent views on whether the coup was legitimate to get rid off a corrupt and abusive regime or not. The new Prime Minister, General Surayud Chulanont, appointed by the military council, has now approximately one year to prove to skeptics that his post-coup government adheres to and fosters fundamental principles of social justice and democracy, some of which went missing or were undermined under the Thaksin regime.   (
RESTORATION OF ATTRACTION TOPS NEW TOURISM AGENDA 

[The Nation: 13.10.06] – THE new Tourism and Sports Minister, Suvit Yodmani, plans to renovate 100 damaged tourist attractions as his first priority. During a recent visit to the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT), Suvit said he would redevelop tourist sites throughout the Kingdom in order to attract more visitors and to encourage foreign tourists to return to the country after the recent military coup.

   Thai tourism has often been praised as a success story thanks to a wide variety of attractions, from beaches to mountains, from traditional culture to business travel. But Suvit said many tourist attractions had been degraded, particularly natural sites. 

   Suvit said he wanted the TAT to outline a long- term plan for tourism, in order to improve the entire industry. "I would say the TAT should have its own 10-year plan for specific tourism development," said Suvit.

   The tourism minister also called on the TAT to increase tourists' spending during their stay in the Kingdom. Moreover, he wanted to encourage tourists to visit more provinces and increase the number of niche markets, including spas, honeymoon trips and health and medical tourism. 

   The TAT has targeted 15.12 million international tourists this year, up 13 per cent from last year. Domestic travel is expected this year to reach 79.3 million trips, up 4 per cent from last year.   (
CHIANG MAI MEGA-PROJECTS TO BE PROBED  

[The Nation: 30.9.06] – REPRESENTATIVES of the Love Chiang Mai Network have asked the Office of the Auditor General under the post-coup government to investigate alleged irregularities in Chiang Mai's 16 mega-projects, including the controversial Night Safari.

   Chaiyaphan Praphasawat, director of the Community Rights Institute, said the network wanted 14 projects on the theme ‘Chiang Mai World’ and two flood-tackling schemes to be probed. The projects are mainly catering to tourists and worth US$5,26 billion. They include the US$29.3 million Night Safari, the US$15.7 million Elephant Park, the US$13.15 million Royal Flora Ratchaphruek, a world-class spa near the Royal Flora site and a US$7.9 million aquarium inside Chiang Mai Zoo.

   Also on the group's list are the project to build a complex and an electrical train station near the Kruba Srivichai Monument, a world-class amusement park, the US$5.26 million monorail system linking Doi Suthep to the city centre, the US$38.1 million convention hall and the US$7.9 million centre for decorative plants.

   Others are the US$8.9 million project to build a four-lane road linking Chiang Mai city and Mae Rim, the US$8.47 million scheme to build a ring road linking Hang Dong and Chiang Mai University, the resort-style accommodation and restaurant within the zoo and the US$26.3 million cable car to link Doi Suthep tourist attractions.   (
YUNNAN/ CHINA

‘MINORITY CULTURE WELL PROTECTED’, INSISTS OFFICIAL

[China Daily: 22.9.06] - CHINA recently denied that it has adopted a policy of cultural assimilation towards its 55 minority ethnic groups to limit the development of their cultures. Tondrub Wangden, who is of Tibetan ethnicity and vice-minister of the State Ethnic Affairs Commission, said that ethnic minority culture has "never been as better protected as now." 

   The vice-minister was responding to Western media allegations of local cultures being suppressed. 

"In fact, there is everything but cultural assimilation in our policy. Our policy is to protect and develop the cultures of minority ethnic groups," he told a press conference organized by the State Council Information Office. 

   He said that legislation and regulations, including the Constitution and the Law on Regional Ethnic Autonomy, provide a strong legal basis to help ethnic minorities develop their own cultures. "Each minority ethnic group enjoys the freedom to use its own language and characters, the freedom to retain or reform its customs and habits, and the freedom to religious belief," said the vice-minister. 

   Given the economic backwardness in ethnic minority regions, the government has made great efforts and invested heavily to save and preserve their cultural heritage, said Tondrub Wangden who earlier served as assistant governor of Yunnan Province. 

   He shrugged off concerns that developing tourism may cause damage to the original cultures of some ethnic minorities and hailed Lijiang of Yunnan Province and Jiuzhaigou of Sichuan Province - both tourist destinations famous for local minority culture - as successful models. “[Tourism] protects the natural scenery, preserves and develops the unique aspects of local culture and, at the same time, achieves good economic returns for local people," said Tongdrub Wangden.

   "We cannot absolutize or dehumanize the protection of ethnic minority cultures and must take into account the evolution and development of these cultures," he said, adding that preservation does not mean isolation. "I think it is neither good nor right to enclose a minority ethnic group in an isolated area just for the purpose of preserving their original culture."   (
