THE GLOBAL GOLF WAR IS FLAMING UP AGAIN 
A commentary Anita Pleurom, Tourism Investigation & Monitoring Team (tim-team)

 
Golf course construction and golf tourism are spreading rapidly all over the world. But sadly, the so-called "green game" has affected millions of people. Indeed, golf course projects do not only harm the environment and the social fabric of local communities, particularly in Third World destinations, they violate human rights in every sense of the word, as uncountable case studies show. 

To counter the frenzied proliferation of devastating golf course and resort projects, environmental activists, NGOs and citizens groups in the Asian Pacific region formed the Global Anti-Golf Movement (GAG'M) in Penang, Malaysia, in 1993. Since then, GAG'M has researched the multidimensional problems related to golf and engaged in many campaigns against controversial projects worldwide. The Tourism Investigation & Monitoring Team, which is also a coordinating group of GAG'M, has regularly highlighted local protests against golf course projects from all over the world. 

GAG'M documentation reveals that what is being promoted as golfing tourists' dream is often a nightmare for local communities. Golf course construction devours vast stretches of land and causes a whole range of serious problems, such as deforestation, waste of scarce water resources to keep the turf green, contamination resulting from the excessive application of chemical fertilizers and pesticides for the maintenance of the courses, as well as the disruption of rural lifestyles and even forceful eviction of villagers. 

In the face of growing criticisms of the adverse environmental impacts of golf courses, the industry has invested heavily in public relations campaigns to "green-wash" their activities. But the promotion of "pesticide-free," "environmentally-friendly" or "sustainable" golf courses cannot convince informed critics because international standard golf courses that feature the "perfect green" to attract "quality tourists" are fraught with ecological problems. 


Golf courses are in fact just another form of monoculture, where exotic soil and grass, chemical fertilizers, pesticides, fungicides and herbicides, are all brought in to substitute for natural ecosystems. These landscaped foreign systems inevitably create stress on local water supplies and soil, at the same time being highly vulnerable to disease and pest attacks. 

It is also worrisome that many developers and tourism promoters nowadays simply declare golf resorts as "ecotourism" projects so that hitherto undeveloped nature-based destinations and even protected areas are no longer safe from golf course construction. In fact, the 
development of "sustainable" or "eco" golf tourism in environmentally vulnerable areas often entails massive eco-terrorism. 


Documentaries such as "Green Menace" highlighting the impacts of the early 1990s' golf course boom in Thailand, or "Preserving Nature's Secrets" about new controversial mega-golf resort projects in ecologically fragile coastal areas on the British Virgin Islands illustrate that very clearly. 

But recently, a tourism business initiative in South Africa, spearheaded by the World Conservation Union (IUCN), has brought the nonsense of "sustainable" golf tourism to new heights by awarding Fair Trade in Tourism South Africa (FTTSA) certification to a golf resort. De Zalze golf course, located between Somerset West and Stellenbosch, is the 
first golf course in the world "to be recognized for adherence to Fair Trade principles and criteria", reported the South African `District Mail' on 26 April. 

Jennifer Seif, executive director of FTTSA, was quoted as saying that De Zalze Golf's FTTSA accreditation would spark others in the golf sector to "improve their operations across the triple bottom line of social, economic and environmental performance". She added, "The 
course is not an exclusive enclave, but is open to the public and acts as a draw card for local as well as international tourists…."

The FTTSA Trademark is being promoted as "an independent symbol of fairness in the tourism industry" and "awarded to tourism establishments that meet stringent criteria based on fair share, democracy, respect, reliability, transparency and sustainability."

The Direct Mail article said De Zalze Golf MD, Dave Hansen, was "ecstatic" that the course had achieved a first in terms of "responsible tourism guidelines". Hansen was quoted as saying, "That we have received third party recognition for our efforts is an honour for De Zalze. We have always worked within the construct of social equity and environmental conservation in our approach to business." (The full text of the article is available at http://
www.news24.com/Regional_Papers/Components/
Category_Article_Text_Template/0,2430,303_2104986~E,00.html ).

The golf course business is first and foremost part of the highly competitive and aggressively expanding multi-billion-dollar real estate and resort industry. In South Africa as everywhere in the world, the courses are symbols of an arrogant and wasteful lifestyle of a tiny minority of rich and powerful people. Because of this, tourism complexes including golf courses are the least suitable projects to bring about "fair" and "sustainable" tourism to poor and disadvantaged local communities. 

Gen Morita, the coordinator of the Japan-based Global Network for Anti-Golf Course Action (GNAGA) and spokesperson for GAG'M, commented on the FTTSA certification, "I'm always deeply impressed by their genius ideas and aspirations to glorify golf, with such unbelievable ideas like `fair traded' golf tourism. It really deserves admiration."

How much more can tourism industry experts and consultants be removed from the realities on the ground? What absurd concepts and initiatives can we expect next? Perhaps we should not be amazed if the golf and tourism promoters will soon come to offer us "carbon-neutral" golf courses and golf tourism to make us believe that the industry is working seriously to 
tackle the impacts of global warming. 

Be that as it may, local residents and environmentalists in many parts of the world continue to fight damaging golf course projects. In Korea, for example, the government is being challenged to respond to tricky questions like the following: Are regional economies in 
such dire shape that people have to develop national parks in order to feed themselves? Are local people going to be better off when they build golf courses and hotels in nearby parks? Are not such projects designed to take locals away from their homes, destroy communities, 
and promote colonial development in the service of speculative capital? 

As it stands, the global golf war that began to rage in the early 1990s in the Asia-Pacific region is not over yet.
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International Herald Tribune, Thursday, April 12, 2007

GOLF RUSH MOVES BEYOND AMERICA AND BRITAIN 

By Kevin Brass

Now that Britain is saturated with fairways, greens and bunkers, David Hemstock, a golf course architect, travels the world looking for work.

"In the U.K. we're golfed up," said Hemstock, who has run his own design firm, David Hemstock Associates of Derbyshire, England, for 16 years. 

Once focused on business within the country, he now designs courses in China, India, Romania and even Ukraine, where he is helping to build that country's first courses.

"Odessa could be the new Bulgaria," Hemstock said, referring to the southwest Ukraine's potential as a sunny second-home market.

The continuing growth of luxury residential and resort development around the world is fueling a high-stakes competition in the traditionally staid community of golf course designers. Architects are increasingly trying to top each other with elaborate layouts and spectacular water elements to woo homebuyers to international projects.

Today, three-quarters of all the golf courses planned or under construction are outside the United States, Britain and other traditional golf centers, according to industry estimates. With 17,000 courses already open in the United States, for example, the number of new 18-hole courses opening there plummeted to 119 in 2006 from a peak of 398 in 2000, according to the

National Golf Foundation.

Of the courses being developed around the world, 70 percent are tied to real estate developments, a much larger proportion than ever before, according to Keith Carter, managing editor of Golf Inc., a U.S.-based industry magazine.

And a well-known course architect can add more than 20 percent to the value of a development's houses and jump-start a project, industry executives say.

"The name gives credibility to a development," said Alan Mishkin, president of U.S.-based Abigail Properties, which is building Las Palomas, a residential and golf project in Puerto Peñasco, Mexico.

"Golf courses are not money makers," he said. "They're the sizzle on the steak" of residential developments.

The focus on houses - and the resulting demand for boldfaced names – has prompted a flood of pro golfers into the design business, led by stars like Greg Norman, Nick Faldo and Gary Player. 

In December the sport's biggest name, Tiger Woods, formally entered the competition with the announcement of his first signature course - part of a $7.5 billion residential and

entertainment complex in Dubai.

"If the goal is to sell real estate, the smaller guys are probably not even going to have a shot" when it comes to selecting who will design a development's course, Carter said.

But some developers say they do not really want or need to pay top golfers for their projects, particularly because some stars have little involvement in the work other than showing up at an opening ceremony.

"I don't necessarily buy into it as a developer or as a golfer," said Brian Dobbin, chief executive officer of Newfound Property International, a London-based company that is developing projects in Canada and the Caribbean. "I want to go to a course because it is designed well."

In addition, fees for top designers are skyrocketing, prompting many developers to think twice before signing on with a big name.

The legendary golfer Jack Nicklaus, one of the granddaddies of the design business with more than 300 courses to his name, usually charges a minimum of $2.5 million, plus a cut of residential sales, for his signature on a course, according to Paul Stringer, senior vice president of business development for Nicklaus Design, which is based in Florida. (Architects 

pay typically is 6 to 12 percent of the overall budget for the course, depending on the design services that are to be provided.)

And, following the market, international courses now represent 75 percent of the business for Nicklaus Design, up from 25 percent four years ago, Stringer said. The firm has 118 courses either under construction or in the planning stages, including 14 courses in Mexico and another 12 in the Caribbean. In addition to the Middle East and South Africa, Asia has 

Also developed into a primary focus for the company, with new courses under construction in Vietnam and Cambodia.

"In the '80s we did a lot of work in Japan, and then that slowed down," Stringer said. "Now Korea is in the role of the new Japan."

The number of courses in Eastern Europe alone has grown to 134 in 2006 from fewer than 10 in 1992, according to a study by KPMG Advisory, a consulting company based in Bucharest. And as in the rest of the world, the majority of them are tied to residential developments.

To encourage growth in Eastern Europe and Russia, golf course designers are routinely stepping outside their traditional roles to join the development team early in the process, and in some cases they are even helping with financing.

"The competition is so fierce, you have to bring extra value," said Quentin Lutz, vice president for global business development of Arthur Hills/Steve Forrest & Associates, a U.S.-based design company.

Even the most basic project now requires a dramatically expanded set of skills, designers say. Beyond tee elevations and pin placements, designers have to be experts on water conservation, agronomics, government regulation and environmental policy.

"The planning process is much more rigorous these days," said Ken Moodie, president of the European Institute of Golf Course Architects, which is based at Chiddingfold Golf Club in Chiddingfold, England.

The good news for designers is that high demand for new courses is expected to continue. According to a study by Ennemoser Consulting of Innsbruck, Austria, the number of golfers worldwide is expected to grow by 35 percent by 2010.

----------------------------------------

New Frontiers 13[2], March-April 2007

VIETNAM: LUXURIOUS GOLF RESORTS A NEW CRAZE

Numerous golf courses are popping up all over Vietnam. A 120ha tourism complex, including a golf course, will be built in Hanoi’s largest tourist site in Long Bien, Cu Khoi and Thach Ban wards of Long Bien District and part of Dong Du Commune in Gia Lam District. Ironically, Chairman of the Hanoi People’s Committee Nguyen Quoc Trieu, who granted the licence to CP Vincom to develop the US$100-million project, said the area was to become “an ecological tourism zone”. 
In the first phase, CP Vincom will focus on outdoor works - an entertainment, sport and tourism complex, including a 36-holf golf course. Entertainment, shopping centres and restaurants will be added. A 5ha port will also be built to serve visitors travelling along the Red River. In the second phase, high-grade hotels and villas and 102ha of trees will be developed as part of the “ecotourism” project. 

Also dubbed as an “ecotourism” and entertainment complex development is the US$97-million Tuan Chau project in Quoc Oai district of the northern province of Ha Tay. The project is expected to be kicked off by Japanese and Australian investors in mid-May. It will include several main items, including a golf course for night playing, a 600-unit apartment bloc, a five-star hotel with 400 rooms, an amusement park and supermarkets.

Another US$100 million tourist resort, covering 2,185 hectares in Hanoi’s neighbouring province of Ninh Binh, will include a 740ha large 54-hole golf course. This project will be developed by the Investment Consultant and Enterprise Support Service Joint Stock Company (INCONESS). Divided into three phases, the first of which kicked off at the beginning of March, the resort is expected to be completed by 2015.

Construction of another 27-hole golf course in the city of Hai Phong will begin in September. The US$17.3 million project invested by Korea’s Mibaek Industrial Company is expected to come into operation by the end of 2008.

Meanwhile, the Global Petro Commercial Joint Stock Bank (GP-bank) along with the Central Investment Joint-Stock Company and a Korean firm will join hands to the tune of US$100 million to develop a 80ha resort and a 100ha 18-hole golf course in the Mang Den “ecotourism” area of Kon Tum Province. Construction of the two facilities will begin early next year.

Several Korean firms have also previously registered to invest in golf courses in Vietnam including East Asia Air Express Company’s 300ha Long Son golf course in Hoa Binh (worth US$20 million for the first phase alone) and Lade Filter Engineering’s US$12 million investment in the Ba Na golf course in Da Nang.

Moreover, deals have been made for building several luxury resorts along the coast in Quang Nam province.  The UK-listed fund VinaCapital plans to build a US$130 million golf resort in Dien Ban district. A joint venture between VinaCapital and Sai Thanh Investment and International Tourism (STI) also got a license to build a US$16 million complex of 100 villas and entertainment facilities in the area.   
---------------------------

Indo Asian News Service, Mon, 09 Apr 2007 16:55:01GMT

INDIA: KASHMIR TO DEVELOP NEW TOURIST SPOTS  

New Delhi, April 9 - Jammu and Kashmir plans to develop new tourist spots, even as it has set up 19 high powered panels to provide an integrated and focused thrust to the tourism sector in all three regions of the state.

Speaking at an exposition and conference on 'Kashmir Initiative: Tourism' here, Kashmir Tourism Minister Dilawar Mir said that areas like the Bungus Gurez and Tulel valleys, Baderwah, and Kishtwar, as also a Mughal Trail would be developed.

A new tourism strategy is being formulated under which new areas would be identified and opened up for tourism, he said at the event, organised by the industry lobby PHDCCI.

The state had prepared master plans for transfer of land and sites for resorts on lease to private parties. The high-powered panels, termed development authorities, have also been mandated to facilitate and regulate the overall development of an area, set strict building regulations, ensure environmental concerns are addressed, and involve and encourage local communities to offer accommodation and services to tourists.

According to Dilawar, the state is also promoting golf tourism in a major way, for which an action plan has been formulated to upgrade all existing golf courses to international standards, develop new golf courses and host national and international golf events. 

---------------------------

The Hankyoreh (S. Korea), 12 April 2007

KOREA’S NATIONAL PARKS IN DANGER

By Shin Chang-hyeon, director of the Korean Environmental Dispute Institute

There's an island within the Hallyeo Haesang National Park on the southern coast called Mireuk Island. Thanks to the Tongyeong Bridge, it is now part of the mainland. The city of Tongyeong spent 13.5 billion won (US$13.9 million) to cut away close to 4,000 pyeong of a mountain slope to create its Tongyeong Fishery Science Museum (one pyeong is 3.3 square meters). It's hard to do so much as repair an old house if it's in a national park, so the city government must have been particularly persistent about being able to build a new building on that kind of scale. The building is already an eyesore that produces 600 million won in red ink a year, but the city wants to cut away another 8,000 pyeong from the top of the mountain where it's located and build an 80-room hotel in the hopes of bringing in tourist money and having the "fishery science museum" make up for its losses. Since the ordinances for the Natural Parks Law was revised last July, however, constructing lodging facilities in "natural environment zones" within national parks is no longer possible. 

This is not the only project being pursued by South Gyeongsang province in the Hallyeo Haesang National Park. There are plans in waiting that total 1.2 million pyeong and would cost 50 billion won, including a "Buddhist theme park" on Yeonhwa Island, developing Chubong Island into a "tourist retreat," building a "family retreat island" on Chu Island, and a "sea tourism leisure zone" at Gwaneumpo. Nearby South Jeolla province came up with 1.7 trillion won worth of investment plans for construction of golf courses, resorts, and condominiums on one million pyeong of land on some 22 islands, including the islands of Jaeun, Hajo, and Baegya, but ran into problems with the Natural Park Law.
National Assembly members from districts in South Jeolla and South Gyeongsang provinces gathered on August 9, 2006 and formally proposed bills titled the "South Coast Balanced Development Act," the "Special Act on South Coast Development," and the "South Coast Development Support Act." 

The idea is to render national park regulations ineffective. Then, in December of last year, other Assembly members proposed something called the "Special Act on East Sea Coast Region Development Aid" and the Assembly's Construction and Transportation Committee wrapped them all together in something else called the "Special Act on Coastal Region Development." 

The committee wants to have it passed in the extraordinary Assembly session this month. In the meantime, in Gangwon province, legislators have proposed a "Law on the Designation and Operation of the Special Unification Tourism Zone," which would promote the development of the Mount Seorak National Park. Currently this law sits in the Assembly's Government Administration and Home Affairs Committee. The Ministry of Construction and Transportation, for its part, is working on a bill designed to promote development and investment in the underdeveloped southwest. 

When the government constructed a ski area and condominium complex for the 1997 Winter Universiad in Mount Deogyu National Park, environmental groups asked it this question: Are national parks objects of development or preservation? They lost at Mount Deogyu despite all the opposition because popular opinion supported the idea of an international event, but they won when a law was passed prohibiting the construction of ski and golf resorts and condominiums in national parks. 

They were able to fight the "development fever" in parks around the country, including calls for golf courses in the Mount Gaya and Mount Chiak national parks and cable car rides in the parks that include Mount Seorak and Mount Halla. Eleven years later, however, the fever is picking up again. Parks across the country are at risk from the influence of this fever. It began along the south coast and has rapidly spread to the east and west coast regions. 

Local residents and environmental groups ask once again: Are regional economies in such dire shape that people have to develop national parks in order to feed themselves? Are local people going to be better off when they build golf courses and hotels in nearby parks? Are not these bills being proposed going to take locals away from their homes, destroy communities, and promote colonial development in the service of speculative capital? The whole country pays taxes that support the preservation of national parks, and they did not give the National Assembly the authority to give up these lands. The owners of the country's national parks deserve to have members of the Construction and Transportation Committee answer these questions before the committee votes on the legislation now being proposed.

-------------------------

The Guardian, Saturday March 17, 2007

SPAIN: MAJORCA PROTEST OVER GOLF COURSE EXPANSION 

By Dale Fuchs 

Thousands of people on the Spanish island of Majorca are expected to protest today against the building of holiday homes, golf courses and other developments that they believe are destroying the environment.

About 130 ecological groups, unions and other organisations are to attend the demonstration in the island's capital, Palma, under the slogan Let's Save Majorca. Organisers describe development on the island as "out of proportion and unsustainable", pointing to the planned construction of 14 golf courses, seven roads, a theme park and recreational ports.

Airport expansion is expected to double air traffic to the island to 38 million passengers a year by 2015, according to the organisers. Housing developments and other infrastructure could eventually accommodate 4 million people. The current population is 600,000.

Until recently, Spaniards had been reluctant to protest about development, partly because it creates jobs. Recent corruption scandals, including the arrests of the mayors of Marbella and Andratx, have helped to galvanise protesters.

Last year, Spaniards protested over the clearing of woodland in central Spain for a planned golf city and the construction of a motorway, while an entire village near Málaga, southern Spain, went on strike against a luxury resort complex.

In addition, see European Parliament, 29 March 2007 (REF.: 20070329STO04903)

WATER IN EUROPE: GOLF COURSES AND TOURISM TAKE TOLL 

A few days prior to World Water Day on 22 March, the European Parliament hosted the 2007 World Water Assembly. It was attended by MEPs, MPs, local communities and citizens from around the world. The summit agreed that water is a human right and a common good, that water supply should be publicly funded and that citizens should participate in the management of water resources. 

Although Europe has sufficient supplies of water, it still has many problems due to wastage, and pollution. There are also fierce controversies over what many consider to be the "misuse" of water, for example watering your roses or a golf course. In Spain where golf tourism is well developed the annual water needed for all the golf courses was recently calculated as being equivalent to the needs of a city of 12,000 inhabitants.

Tourism can also be harmful - as a tourist staying in a hotel uses on average one third more water than a local inhabitant. The total number of tourists heading for Mediterranean coastlines is expected to rise to between 235 to 355 million per year by 2025 putting added burdens on water supplies.

.

Miroslav Ouzky of the European People's Party and Chair of Parliament's Environment Committee recently warned of the consequences for Europe: He said that "various water reserves will decline, especially drinking water in southern Europe. The most negative effects...with respect to shortages in drinking water are expected in Spain."

