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MEKONG TOURISM TO GET BOOST FROM NEW BRIDGE

[Thai News Agency: 20.12.06; The Nation: 21.12.06; 26.12.06; Bangkok Post: 25.12.06] – WITH the opening of the second Friendship Bridge between Thailand and Laos, it is expected that travel and tourism in the Greater Mekong Subregion will get a significant boost. The bridge links the Lao province of Savannakhet with Thailand's Mukdahan in the Northeast. It is the key component of a major economic and infrastructure plan to facilitate regional transport, trade, investment and tourism.

   Development of the Mekong basin has been actively promoted since the first half of the 1990s, after the restoration of peace in Indochina and the transition to a market economy of socialist states in the post-Cold War era. The first Friendship Bridge over the Mekong, linking Nong Khai and the Lao capital of Vientiane, opened in 1994 with Australian funding. The second 1.6km, two-lane bridge was funded with loans from the Japan Bank for International Cooperation (JBIC). 

   The new bridge is part of the East-West Corridor route, which originates from the central Vietnamese port of Da Nang and runs north along Vietnam's National Highway 1 to Dong Ha. The route then connects with Laos via National Highway 9 and further connects Laos and Thailand via the new bridge. Although the bridge has international border checkpoints, visitor flow will begin only after legal agreements are finalised between Thailand and Laos. 
   In relation to the opening of the bridge, it was revealed that  a Thai firm, Thai Airports Ground Services (TAGS), plans to spend over US$55 million on a mega-project in Suvhannakhet. Given approval by the Lao government, TAGS signed a memorandum of understanding with the Prime Minister’s Office’s Savan-Seno Special Economic Zone Authority to develop a huge plot of land into a new township named Savan City. The site close to the Thai-Lao bridge is an ideal location for logistics and tourism, said TAGS president and CEO Anuphong Rojnucharin at a recent press conference. 

   The project is divided into three phases: The initial stage includes the construction of a hotel and integrated entertainment complex, a duty-free shopping mall and a lake for recreational purposes. The second development phase will follow with residential units, a sports complex and more shops and office space. The last phase will house more residential units, a world class golf course and an international education complex. According to Anuphong, the entire project is expected to employ 50,000 people and raise Laos’ tourism revenue by 800 per cent (!) in five years; tourist arrivals are expected to more than double to 2 million in 2010. 
   Lao sex workers in Suvhannaket also place their hopes on the new bridge, the Bangkok Post recently reported. They believe the bridge will attract people from all over the world to their town, including the 84 nightspots where they work. Prostitution is illegal in the country, but an unofficial survey done by health workers found that around 300 to 400 Lao women are working here as sex workers. Most are locals, while some are from other nearby Lao provinces such as Vientiane, Khammoune and Borikhamxai. Many Vietnamese women are also here to make a living.

   Kaewmala Seehajit, a 30-year-old sex worker of Ban Phak Pathumporn Resort, has been in the trade for 10 years. She is among 25 sex workers at the resort, and earns about US$40 to 55 a night. However, her income was not enough to cope with the rising cost of living, she said.

   ''When the second Thai-Lao friendship bridge opens to the public next month I will have a chance to make money from more customers,'' said Kaewmala. Most customers were Thai and Lao truck drivers, businessmen and tourists.
   Suk Pangkaewmolee, 32, a madam at Rung Thip restaurant, said all sex workers under her care dreamed of making more money after the bridge opened. She said many restaurants and resorts had been done up to welcome tourists who may visit or stop over en route to Vietnam. 
   However, the sex workers were concerned over the possible spread of sexual diseases, especially HIV/Aids. Many attended a workshop organized by Thai and Lao health officials and the Planned Parenthood Association of Thailand this week to learn how to protect themselves.   (   
ADB INITIATIVE TO ENLARGE FOREST AREA IN THE MEKONG BASIN 

[Bangkok Post: 12.12.06] - SUPPORTED by the Asian Development Bank (ADB), Asian forestry and biodiversity experts have been working on connecting the fragmented forest in the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) in a bid to enlarge the region's forest coverage, which has drastically declined over the past decades.

   Linking Thailand's forests with those of neighbouring countries' would also help to preserve wildlife habitats in the region, said Songtham Suksawang, director of the National Park, Wildlife and Plant Conservation Department's research division in Thailand. The initiative aims to establish nine transborder forest complexes, called "biodiversity conservation corridors", across the region. According to project planners, these corridors have three main functions: conserving habitats for species movement, conserving the ecosystem, and enhancing local community welfare through conservation and sustainable use of natural resources.

   The ADB expects to complete the establishment of the nine cross-border forest complexes in 2015. The Western Forest Complex, which will link national parks and wildlife sanctuaries in western Thailand with Burma's forest along the Tenasserim range, will be used as the initiative's pilot project.

   The forest destruction rate is the most severe in Thailand, where forest coverage has shrunk to only 28 per cent of the total area, followed by Vietnam (30 per cent), Cambodia (52 per cent), and Laos (53 per cent), according to the ADB. There are worries that forest destruction is continuing rapidly as the GMS countries have come up with a number of transnational road construction projects and other economic development corridors as well as dam constructions on major rivers.

   Songtham expressed concern that the regional attempt to create cross- border forest complexes would not be achieved without cooperation from local people. Relevant agencies must urgently inform people, he added, particularly those living in the targeted areas, about the benefits of the project. "Under the initiative, forest dwellers will not be evicted from the newly-created forest corridor,” he said.   (
Useful Sources
HUMAN RIGHTS VIOLATIONS OF YOUNG FOREIGN MIGRANT 
WORKERS RAMPANT IN THAILAND

[International Labour Organization: 13.12.06] - A NEW report, researched by the Institute for Population and Social Research of the Bangkok-based Mahidol University and published by the International Labour Organization (ILO), uncovers significant human rights violations of young foreign migrant workers, ranging from physical assault, forced labour, denial of freedom of movement, children in hazardous work, and routine psychological and verbal abuse. In some cases, the labour exploitation is tantamount to that found in situations of human trafficking. 

The study entitled The Mekong Challenge - Underpaid, Overworked and Overlooked: The realities of young migrant workers in Thailand found that the majority of workers was paid below the legal minimum wage, which is a clear violation of Thai law. A high proportion of migrant workers were required to work more than 12 hours per day, often seven days per week. Many Thai employers preferred to hire children and younger migrants as they were deemed more obedient and easier to control. Another most troubling aspect of the report is the attitude toward migrants by Thai employers as it relates to freedom of movement. More than half of all the employers interviewed agreed with a statement that they should `lock migrants in at night so they don't escape.' Indeed, eight percent of migrant domestic workers confirmed their employers had locked them in before.

Most of Thailand's migrant labour force comes from Burma, Cambodia and Laos, and many of them work in major tourist centres such as Chiang Mai, Koh Chang and Phuket. Although the study does not specifically cover the situation of migrants in tourism-related jobs (the focus is on domestic work, agriculture, fishing/fish processing and small-scale manufacturing), its call to action should also be heeded by public and private agencies concerned with travel and tourism. It covers areas of improved labour protection, an end to the withholding of workers' legal documents by their employers, improved law enforcement to end abuses by employers, greater collaboration between government and NGOs working with migrant groups, a complaints mechanism for migrants who feel they have been cheated or abused, greater access to education, the encouragement of streamlined, inexpensive, safer migration channels to deter employers from abusing undocumented migrants and to encourage migrants to enter Thailand `legally' and safely. The full study can be downloaded at: 
http://www.ilo. org/public/ english/region/ asro/bangkok/ child/traffickin g/index.htm .

(For more information on ILO’s Mekong Challenge Project, see also Cambodia section on ‘hotel workers’).
CAMBODIA
ANGKOR WANTS TO BE ‘WONDER’FUL FOR TOURISTS
[Agence France Presse: 27.12.06] – THE Cambodian government has called on its citizens to vote online to support the kingdom's bid to get the famed Angkor Wat temples named one of the new seven wonders of the world, despite a whole range of environmental problems caused by uncontrolled tourism growth (see story below). Officials hope the Angkor complex, capital of the powerful Khmer empire from the ninth to the 15th century, will win the "New 7 Wonders of the World" campaign, launched by Swiss adventurer Bernard Weber. 

   "Cambodian citizens inside and outside the country, please vote and help to have relatives and foreign friends... vote to select Angkor temples as one of the world wonders," said the government's Apsara Authority, which manages the ancient complex. But Angkor will have to compete with other aspiring wonders such as the Acropolis in Athens, the Eiffel Tower in Paris and India's world-famous monument to love, the Taj Mahal.

   The "New 7 Wonders" campaign was launched in 2000 by Weber, and aims to choose seven sites to replace the original wonders, which were selected more than two millennia ago. Public voting and deliberation by the "New 7 Wonders" panel whittled about 200 nominations from around the world down to 21 short-listed candidates, including Angkor Wat.

   The public now has until 6 July 2007 to vote by internet or phone. The new seven wonders of the world will be announced in the Portuguese capital Lisbon on 07.07.07.

   "When our Angkor temple is selected... we hope more and more foreign tourists will be interested and come to visit the temple bringing more revenue for the country," said Soeung Kong, deputy director general of the Apsara.   (
SIEM REAP FACES ENVIRONMENTAL DISASTER 
The following story is edited from an article by Associated Press Writer Ker Munthit [AP: 20.11.06] 

Nineteen-year-old Ra Pheap is a garbage sweeper at Cambodia's world-famous Angkor Wat archaeological site, and is grateful for the influx of tourists to the centuries-old monuments - it's because of them she has her US$50 a month job. Suos Samnang, a 17-year-old souvenir vendor, also knows that her livelihood is closely linked to the busloads of foreign visitors that arrive everyday.

   But as they witness the frenzied construction of hotels and guest houses to tap the flow of visitors' dollars in this once-quiet town, even these two poor country girls realize that the blessings of tourism are mixed ones.

   "I am worried that this will cause more pollution and migration to the town. The number of people living here just keeps growing. The streets are getting more crowded now," Suos Samnang said.

   Some experts are even more concerned than that. They fear the unregulated development — specifically, unrestricted local pumping of underground water to meet rapidly rising demand — may literally be undermining Angkor's foundations, destabilizing the earth beneath the famous centuries-old temples so much that they might sink and collapse.

   Tourism is a key money-maker for cash-strapped Cambodia. Last year, about half of the 1.4 million visitors who came to Cambodia went to see the Angkor monuments. Total tourist arrivals for Cambodia in 2005 were an impressive 34.7 per cent above the 2004 figures.

   The steady boom has already transformed Siem Reap into a bustling town filled with luxury hotels and vehicles. Its streets are adorned with billboards promoting the latest mobile phones, pizza and burger joints and shopping malls. Several notable old buildings have been razed to make way for visitors' lodgings, and honky-tonk strips have sprung up catering to low-budget travellers.

   "The identity Siem Reap had for centuries is gradually disappearing, or maybe almost disappeared," said Teruo Jinnai, UNESCO’s director in Cambodia.  "You have restaurants, massage parlours, hotels, and it's very sad to see that."

   Culture shock aside, the health and quality of life of many of its 120,000 residents is imperilled by the boom, as is plain to see when traffic snarls the roads and streets get flooded by rain because of clogged sewers. "This tremendous growth added to population increase has been exacerbating pressure on infrastructure," said a World Bank report on Cambodia's tourism sector last year. "Energy, water, sewage and waste are all significant problems."

   It noted that hotels are not legally required to have sewage treatment facilities, though larger ones do have their own plants. "But most guesthouses reportedly dump used water directly into the river, causing noticeable river pollution," it said, adding that E.coli, the bacteria found in human feces, has reportedly begun seeping into local wells.

   At least as threatening over the long run is the uptake of water, with unrestricted pumping from the water table underlying the area. "Water is being drawn from 70-80 meters underground by hotels and treated for use," warned the World Bank, noting that no one was quite certain how this affects the aquifers, or underground layers of rocks and sand, from which it is pumped. Already though, "one of Angkor's temples is reportedly falling into a sinkhole, suggesting that the underground aquifers may be rapidly disappearing," said the report.

   Japanese Ambassador Fumiaki Takahashi, whose country has drawn up a development master plan for Siem Reap to deal with the tourism boom, said most of its hotels are pumping underground water for their own use, "and there is no control." It is the Cambodian government's "urgent task" to control the practice, he said, because "if you take too much water, it might affect the Angkor site. In the long run, the underground water will go down and the site would sink." 

   The plan of the Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA) calls for tapping underground water from near Phnom Kraom, a hill near the edge of the Tonle Sap lake about 7.4 miles south of the town, to avoid depletion of Siem Reap's underground water and reduce the risk of endangering the fragile temples, he said. 

   Deputy Tourism Minister Thong Khon said the government is ready to accept the master plan to address existing problems and accommodate future growth. He sees a bright future for Siem Reap, in which the province won't just be a destination for touring the temples but will also become a hub providing air links for tourists to enjoy the sandy beaches of southwestern Cambodia and ecotourism in the jungles of the northeast. 

   Meanwhile, though, the tourist hordes continue to tramp through fabled Angkor Wat and its satellite temples of Angkor Thom, Bayon, Ta Prohm and Bakheng. Even at the lesser-known 10th-century Bakheng temple, an average of 3,000 tourists climb the 223 feet just in the two hours before dusk each day to view the spectacular sunset.   ( 

ILO STUDY INVESTIGATES WORKING CONDITIONS OF HOTEL WORKERS
[International Labour Organization: 2006] – AS part of its Mekong Sub-regional Project to Combat Trafficking in Children and Women, the Bangkok Office of the International Labour Organization (ILO) has published a survey entitled The Mekong Challenge – Cambodia’s Hotel and Guesthouse Workers, their recruitment, working conditions and vulnerabilities, which looks at the situation of hotel and guesthouse (HGH) workers in Siem Reap, their working conditions and how they were recruited. It also examines the vulnerabilities they face. 

   As more young job seekers are attracted to the booming tourism sector, there is an increased opportunity for labour and sexual exploitation of those moving to tourist areas in search of work, particularly in an impoverished country such as Cambodia. While the risks of human trafficking are real, the research has not found evidence that workers in Siem Reap’s tourism industry are more prone to trafficking-related exploitation than in other sectors. However, it does reveal a fast-growing industry with the potential for labour exploitation of young people.
   Some observations that can be drawn from the survey are: 

   • While workers appeared to be cared for by their employers, the workers would be hard pressed to sufficiently cover the cost of lodging, additional studies, and sending money home to help support families. Salaries in hotels and guesthouses are not as high as might be expected from a growing industry.
   • In terms of trafficking, there was no reported case among respondents; key informant responses and the quantitative data show that recruitment processes of HGH were accomplished through a typical hiring procedure, involving the application for jobs, taking tests and being interviewed. No allusion to coercion, being sold, or reporting situations of debt bondage was reported. 

   • The desire to start a small business, expressed repeatedly by worker-respondents, may indicate a cognizance of the potential for economic gain from the booming tourism sector. Furthermore, workers want to better themselves by enrolling in short-term courses like computer literacy and English, and gaining additional skills related to their jobs. 
   • As documented by the research, the demand for sex with young persons comes from the guests of hotels and guesthouses, the gratification of which is facilitated by workers or ‘guides’ in exchange for some recompense. 

   • Despite the monitoring that is supposed to be carried out by relevant government agencies in the province, minors have been seen entering hotels and guesthouses as the sexual partners of guests. 

   The ILO study concludes with the following recommendations: 
   • The existing salaries have to be increased – at present, compensations are small in relation to reported earnings of owners and to a robust sector. 

   • In smaller guesthouses, working hours and days need to be monitored since this could be a 7-day workweek and beyond eight hours per day, especially in the peak season. While it may be argued that these conditions are typical in family-run guesthouses, it does not justify overworking and underpaying workers. 

   •   The founding of unions that will help ensure that employers and owners comply with the labour laws should be promoted. As the tourism sector further expands, it is necessary to ensure that employers and owners stick to the letter of the law. 

   In addition, the report acknowledges that further research needs to be carried out on all aspects of the sex trade in Siem Reap and its relation to the trafficking of children and women. 

   The ILO’s Mekong Sub-regional Project to Combat Trafficking in Children and Women has been working with the Cambodian government to prevent exploitative situations in the travel and tourism industry. The purpose of the project is to ensure that young people working in tourism-related jobs are aware of their rights and are familiar with the coercion and tricks that traffickers and others could use to deny those rights by redirecting them away from legitimate occupations and into situations of sexual and labour exploitation.   ( 

THAILAND
2 YEARS AFTER – TSUNAMI LESSONS NOT LEARNED

Greed-fuelled rush to cash in on tourism potential 

Excerpted from an editorial in The Nation [7.1.07]

Among the places devastated by the 2004 tsunami, Thailand's provinces on the Andaman coast are among those areas that have made a most remarkable recovery. The tourism industry in Phuket has rebounded, with the last traces of the catastrophic deluge on Patong, Kamala, Kata and Karon beaches replaced by luxury hotels and resorts. Unfortunately, city and town planning does not rank high on Thai local authorities' agendas, as the safety zones and escape routes that were planned in the event of future disasters have apparently been forgotten.

   Phang Nga and Krabi provinces have also made a strong comeback, albeit to a lesser extent. About Bt10 billion [US$280m], including substantial donations from members of the Thai public, have been spent by government agencies to rebuild communities and to provide livelihoods for those who survived the disaster.  
   After the giant waves hit, local residents and government agencies appeared to attach great importance to the need to put in place disaster prevention and mitigation measures along with safety standards. A set of guidelines has been drawn up that require, among other things, a 30-metre buffer area from the shoreline at the high-tide mark. This buffer zone must be free from all structures to enable people to make a quick escape in the event of another tsunami. But these precautionary measures have been abandoned. Even the plan to build evacuation routes has been compromised, if not totally abandoned. 
   While the memory of the catastrophe was still fresh, local authorities said they would seize the opportunity to properly rearrange land use in both residential and tourist areas. According to the original plan, landowners would be asked to donate spaces for public walkways that could double up as evacuation routes. Two years on, the affected areas have already been fully built up with no spaces left for evacuation routes.

   It is obvious that no valuable lesson has been learned in Thailand from the painful experience. This sense of complacency is prevalent in all of the provinces hit by the tsunami.

   The tsunami killed more than 8,000 people in Thailand, including foreign holidaymakers and local people. It is estimated that about a quarter of a million people in a dozen countries around the Indian Ocean rim perished or went missing, presumed dead, in the most horrific natural disaster so far this century. Another tsunami could occur in this region sooner than expected. On the other hand, one may not strike again for hundreds of years. But Thailand would do well to maintain a high level of vigilance and preparedness for any eventuality, be it a tsunami or a catastrophic storm or any other unforeseen natural disaster.

   A grandiose project initiated by the Thaksin government was the tsunami memorial, which would have cost hundreds of millions of baht to build. This has now been put on hold, even though Bt50 million [US$1.4m] has so far been spent on the architectural design of the building. This project should be scrapped and the money ploughed back into the development of local communities. The yearly commemorative ceremonies on 26 December - in addition to allowing families and loved ones to remember victims who died - should also serve as a reminder to the government of the need to provide better and more effective assistance. Local people whose lives have been seriously affected by the calamitous disaster need help before they can stand on their own feet again. 
TSUNAMI RAHABILITATION STATUS REPORTS

The office of the UN Special Envoy for Tsunami Recovery has compiled a wide range of reports on rehabiliation measures. It covers reviews and briefing papers of the UN, the World Bank and several leading NGOs. For details, see the UN Special Envoy’s website http://www.tsunamispecialenvoy.org/presscenter/reports.asp 
*********
TSUNAMI RESPONSE WATCH SPECIAL REPORT: MILES TO GO

On occasion of the 2nd anniversary of the 26 Dec 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami, Tsunami Response Watch - an Indian media initiative coordinated by indiadisasters.org. – prepared a Special Report ‘Miles to go – tsunami, rehabilitation, future’ that takes stock and checks the realities of the post-tsunami recovery in the affected Indian Ocean rim countries and examines the future relevance of the rehabilitation measures in terms of local ownership, development needs, resilience and preparedness. Among the collection of in-depth articles is tim-team’s contribution on post-tsunami tourism in Thailand under the title ‘CEOs and the deep blue sea’. For more information, visit  http://www.tsunamiresponsewatch.org. 

Land disputes continue
[Bangkok Post: 6.11.06; The Nation: 1.12.06] - LAND conflicts have clearly emerged as a key issue in the tsunami aftermath. The land status of most of the tsunami-hit communities has proven very difficult because many villagers have no legal rights to the plot of land they used to live on. Battles over land title are still common in tsunami-affected areas, particularly in areas where tourist dollars are at stake. 

   In November, sea gypsies on Koh Lanta in Krabi province vowed to defy a relocation order that would move them to higher land. Under the plan, 100 families who survived the tsunami in 2004 were to get new houses on the mountain, on condition that they move to the designated site within 15 days of the construction being completed. But many villagers found the relocation plan, initiated by the Lanta Yai local administrative organisation, unacceptable. 
   "We were born sea gypsies, we don't understand why we have to stay on the mountain," said Pisan Kan-ait, one of the villagers. "We have to live close to the sea, it's our way of life. We feel that this is a trick to rob us of our last property.”
   Ban Sang Ka Ou was the worst-hit spot on Lanta island, with more than 135 houses destroyed in the tidal wave. Help poured into the poor community after the 2004 disaster. However, Wandee Kijnirat, manager of the Lanta community recovery project, explained that the Lanta sea gypsy community was a classic case of conflict between villagers and authorities. 
   One sea gypsy said he was afraid that their original land would be turned into economic or tourism development projects once the community relocates. "Our ancestors had to move on and on when they were invaded. Now we will not give up our land. I want to live here and keep the land for my children," he said. 
   In connection with another tsunami-related case, a massive forest encroachment in Phang Nga’s Kapong area, the Criminal Court in Bangkok recently accepted an indictment filed against former Interior Minister Watana Asavahame and other 10 defendents.  The Department of Special Litigation said the defendants encroached on forest reserves totalling 8,734 rai between April 1986 and December 2005. However, Watana and the other defendants pleaded not guilty, saying they acquired the land illegally. The court set 19 February for the first hearing for the public prosecutor’s opening statement.
Foreign hotel companies spark new realty boom in Phuket

[The Nation: 12.12.06; 26.12.06] - TWO years after the tsunami wiped out much of Phuket's tourism, tourism investors are pouring billions of US dollars worth of investment into 17 new seafront projects, comprising more than 2,500 luxury units. A fresh round of real-estate frenzy is underway, say builders of luxury properties. This round is largely driven by overseas institutions. 
   "Among the 17 new five-star hotels are three Hyatts, an Evason, a Four Seasons, Jumierah, Shangri-La, Raffles and Oberoi," said Bill Barnett, managing director of Phuket-based C9 Hotel-works. Hedge funds are also putting up cash for the projects.

   "This December marks a full recovery for the market," said Royal Phuket Marina proprietor Gulu Lalvani, a British national of Sikh origin, who also wants to build marinas in Phang Nga and Krabi. While there are complaints by housing agents about the uncertainty over regulations regarding leases and foreign ownership, Lalvani said he remained convinced the new military-led government welcomed foreign investment.

   Other players are more cautious. German real-estate operator Norbert Witthinrich said his firm, Sea Property International, like many realty firms, had seen a big drop over the last two quarters after authorities said foreign property buyers faced new transaction procedures. The anxieties come mainly from rules pertaining to the use of local proxies and the setting up of shell companies to facilitate land purchases.

   At the recent annual regatta in Phuket, major sponsors like Raimon Land was upbeat that Phuket had fully recovered from two tough years of rebuilding a tsunami-devastated seafront. At the regatta party, thousands of guests filled the Kata Beach Resort venue to the brim. Meanwhile Lalvani's party on the other end of the island was more subdued, with budgeted costs for the extravaganza that included stage shows with dancers. 
   Security at both parties was beefed up, enough to repel any full-scale attack. It was beyond anything guests had seen at any airport, with hundreds of military and police troopers employed to body-search suspicious visitors.
   Exploding prices in Phuket have reached such levels that many punters are having to go to places like Khao Lak in adjacent Phang Nga province, the worst-hit area of the tsunami, where thousands of holiday- makers perished. Two years of mourning for the dead now makes way for a fresh wave of avarice and the pursuit of money.   (
KAYAN WOMEN PROTEST ‘HUMAN ZOO’ SITUATION

Edited from a story by Nick Meo [Newsday Online: 21.11.06]

Zember is one of the ‘giraffe women’ who has joined a growing rebellion in Thailand's ‘human zoos’. In October, she decided to cast off the brass rings that have been coiled high around her neck since early childhood. Her head did not instantly collapse on atrophied muscles, contrary to what guides tell tourists. But mutiny by one of the most-photographed women in Nasoi Kayan Tayar, a village of about 600 people, has nevertheless provoked surprising results: bitter arguments between the generations, fury and concern among Thai businessmen who profit from the spectacle and a new role model for a generation of disgruntled young women.

   When they arrived a decade ago as refugees from Burmese army offensives ravaging their homeland, the Kayan people meekly accepted their role in what were quickly dubbed human zoos, where tourists paid to photograph them. Their daughters, however, have grown up to question their tribe's humiliating existence. Zember, now 21, is fighting back, along with a dozen other young Kayan women, and their mutiny threatens to end one of Thailand's most lucrative - and most dubious - trades.

   Billboards on roadsides all over the north show the giraffe women's extraordinarily elongated necks encased in brass coils. They advertise an exotic sightseeing experience for Thai and foreign tourists alike in hill country villages not far from the Burma border - in reality, refugee camps from which the women are forbidden to leave by Thai authorities who regard them as stateless refugees.

   According to various legends, the brass coils were to protect wearers from the bites of tigers in their jungle home in Karenni State, or began as a tribute to a legendary dragon-mother progenitor. At about the age of six, young girls are allowed to choose whether to put them on. Wearers say they are not uncomfortable. The weight forces their shoulders down, making their necks look longer. Removing the coils is said to be harmless for all but the oldest women who have worn the heaviest rings since childhood.

   Zember, whose hand darts constantly to her bare neck, admits that removing the rings was a difficult decision. Business has fallen off at her souvenir stall and her family no longer gets the small payment women are given for wearing the coils, a fraction of the profits made from selling tourists entry tickets.

   "I want to keep my people's traditions but we are suffering because of these rings," she said. "We are denied education and the Thai authorities will not let us go abroad, although some of us have been invited to leave for Finland and New Zealand. The authorities say the long-necked people are not allowed to go, that they will lose business."

   Other women complain the camp administrators pressure them to keep the rings on so the tourists will keep coming. Women are paid about US$42 a month to wear them. The average wage for a field labourer is about US$3 a day in this part of Thailand, although Kayan complain they do not receive the medical and education benefits alleged in a leaflet handed out to tourists.

   Without work papers or citizenship the Kayan have little say over what happens to them. They also face a plan to move their villages to a remote location closer to the Burmese border where they believe they will be at risk from bandits. Bridget Robinson, a British volunteer who has helped educate young Kayan, believes the Thai authorities deliberately deny them help that would improve their existence. She said: "The tourists want primitive, so they are not allowed to develop in any way. But you have these young women who are ambitious and want to have a future."

   One young Kayan man, Francis, said: "We have to live by letting tourists photograph our women. We hate this. We feel humiliated." Such ripples of rebellion are increasing. Mapo, 23, was horrified when she saw a postcard showing her nursing her baby, sneaked by a photographer when she was not looking. "I hate that postcard," she said.   (
VIETNAM
WTO MEASURES TO DEVELOP TOURISM 
[Nhandan: 23.12.06; Vietnam News Agency: 23.12.06; Agence France Presse: 27.12.06] – THIS was the theme of a workshop held in Hanoi on 23 December by the Vietnam Tourism Magazine and the Vietnam Communist Party Online Paper to find out strong and weak points of Vietnam tourism after the country’s entry into the World Trade Organization (WTO).

   Many proposed measures were put forward to help boost the travel and tourism sector. Seminar participants suggested that, while WTO’s accession will bring opportunities to Vietnam tourism, it also creates great challenges to the industry. 
   “Opportunities will not be taken if we do not know how to make the best use of them to create new momentums to push back challenges,” said Hoang Tuan Anh, deputy head of the Vietnam National Tourism Administration (VNTA). He added that even tight competition could become motivation for boosting tourism development if all parties were active and determined to take advantage of the opportunities. 
   However, Vietnam only drew 3.6 million international tourists in 2006, up by just 3 per cent when compared to the previous year and below government’s expectations. “The number of foreign arrivals in Vietnam this year did not meet the target of 3.8 million, mostly because of the decrease in the number of Chinese tourists,” said Pham Quang Hung, a  VNTA official. 
    In the context of the WTO entry, the Party Central Committee also called for economic restructuring of the Mekong Delta and asked the concerned provincial authorities to map out a master development plan for the Delta as the country’s key economic zone. 
   Huynh Phong Tranh, a Party official, said to expedite restructuring, the region needed to reduce agricultural production to 31 per cent of the region’s gross domestic product (GDP), increasing industrial sectors to 32 per cent, and service sectors to 37 per cent of the region’s GDP. The Delta region should reduce low-yielding rice fields to cultivate cash crops such as fruit trees, vegetables, flowers and bonsai plants; shrimp farming was also to be encouraged. As for the service sector, the promotion of tourism should be a priority. Tranh further pointed out that the development of the Mekong Delta required increased mobilisation of domestic and foreign investment for roads, highways, and bridges and water and electricity supply programmes.   (
YUNNAN/ CHINA

PROTECTING CULTURE

[China Daily: 28.11.06] - IT should be good news when a historical site gains recognition as part of the world’s cultural heritage. Unfortunately, it is only too tempting to focus on exploiting such sites for their tourism potential, rather than working to preserve them. 
   Preservation is one of the key values of the ‘Measures on the Protection and Management of World Cultural Heritages’, which the Chinese Ministry of Culture released in November. The goal of this document is to curb the over-exploitation of China’s many cultural treasures for commercial purposes.

   The measures oblige governments in provinces that have such sites to make detailed plans to protect their cultural heritage. Under the new measures, provincial authorities will have to place placards at each heritage site bearing detailed information about the site’s name, core protection area and the official body in charge of its protection. The placards will also feature the emblem that UNESCO has issued to designate world cultural heritage sites.

   It is hoped that these measures will increase awareness that culturally valuable sites need protection. No matter how much pressure there is to treat these sites as a source of economic wealth, no matter how many money grabbers intend to exploit the sites with their schemes, the detailed protection plans and placards should remind all concerned agencies and officials that they must toe the line on protecting culture.

   The Measures also state that the Chinese State Bureau of Cultural Relics will publish a warning list of sites that have been damaged or risk being damaged due to negligence. The State Bureau will set up a team to conduct regular inspections of China’s world heritage sites to make sure they are properly maintained.   ( 
Special Report

‘SHANGRI-LA’ ON THE ROAD TO DECAY 
The following is a shortened version of an article by Lila Buckley, the assistant executive director of the Global Environmental Institute that is a Worldwatch Institute affiliate based in Beijing [GEI: 14.12.06].

China’s rapid economic development over the past two decades has occurred mostly along the eastern seaboard, leaving much of the country’s vast western territory badly impoverished and underserved. This unequal distribution of wealth is spurring the largest migration in human history as millions of poverty-stricken westerners head to cities to claim their share of the pie. As a consequence, Chinese policymakers, development agencies, and environmental groups are now scrambling to find a workable solution to the country’s “rural problem.”

    One of the most-promoted plans for bolstering China’s rural economy centres is around the tourism industry. Planners reason that if enough urban wealth can be transferred to the countryside through spend-happy vacationers, villagers will not need to move to the cities to make a living. In recent years, the Chinese government has worked to actively promote tourism by setting up national parks and building new roads and airports throughout western China. They have even extended national holidays to encourage travel over longer distances. These efforts have resulted in a more than 20 per cent growth in China’s tourism industry, with expansion occurring even more rapidly in some areas.

   Unfortunately, the country’s approach to tourism has often done more to destroy the villages and ecosystems in question than to improve the quality of life for local residents. The challenges posed by these developments are nowhere more clearly evidenced than in the Diqing Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture in northern Yunnan province, a region that has been consciously and fervently developed by private tourism investors and government development bureaus alike.

   In the 1920s and 30s, botanist, explorer, and National Geographic writer Joseph Rock described the then-sleepy Tibetan region of northern Yunnan as “a garden fit for the gods.” Such romantic descriptions inspired British novelist James Hilton to pen his famous 1933 novel Lost Horizons about the mythic land of “Shangri-La,” untouched by crowds and the questionable morals of the modern world.

   Drawing on the popularity of Hilton’s writings, in 2001 the tourism industry of northern Yunnan lobbied to have the prefecture renamed “Shangri-La” in an effort to attract visitors to the “untouched” region. In conjunction with the rechristening of the city, the “Shangri-La Airport” was built in 1999.
   According to local tour guides, growth of the regional tourism industry has occurred far more rapidly than elsewhere in China, with some estimates topping 40 per cent growth per year. Today, it is a bustling urban area with paved roads, Internet cafes, and top-end hotels.

   This breakneck growth has been achieved largely through mass tourism and heavy government involvement, leading to degradation of the region’s fragile grasslands and other terrain and creating alienation among local residents. Tsebho R, a native guide for the Shangri-La Travel Company, which leads 12-44 day treks through Tibetan villages and monasteries, describes the negative impact the government attention has had on both the social and ecological integrity of the region: “The government is trying to be involved in everything, fencing off our villages, sacred mountains, and public lands, and requiring entrance fees for visitors. Almost half of the money that used to go to the horsemen and the families when we first started these tours now goes to the government in entrance fees. This is not good for the villages, and it also discourages tourists, who are not interested in visiting an artificial-feeling park.”

   This kind of top-down mass tourism creates an imbalanced economic dynamic, according to Tsebho. “The locals are also starting to be confused by the tourism. They see tourists and they don’t see human beings—they see only money. They demand payment for everything; they are getting too commercialized.”

    “Currently,” explains ecotourism planner Uttara Sarkar Crees, “the government judges the tourism industry based on pure numbers—numbers of tourists, GDP numbers, numbers of trips taken—regardless of what the tour operators are actually doing.” According to Crees, this “bigger is better” mentality is misinformed: “In terms of real stability of income and ecology, 20 people travelling for three days is actually less sustainable than 1–2 people travelling for 20 days.” Crees believes tourism is part of the solution to the region’s rural poverty and ecological damage, but cautions that it has to be the “right kind” of tourism.

   In response to feedback from Crees and other ecotourism operators, the Chinese government has begun making some changes in its annual inspection of tour agencies—for instance, by adding “criteria points” for safety, environmental impact, and pro-active work in local communities, such as schools, scholarships, and trainings. But this may not be enough to ensure Shangri-La’s escape from the dangers of the modern world. For this, Chinese authorities, infamous for their massive development projects ranging from the world’s largest dam to the highest railway, will need to learn that bigger is not always better, and incorporate these lessons into a holistic, sustainable development plan.

