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INDIAN OCEAN TSUNAMI: 10 YEARS LATER, BIGGEST THREAT 
TO MARINE ECOSYSTEMS IS MAN, NOT NATURE

This is a shortened version of a longer article by Philip Ross [IBT: 24.12.14]
I

t has been 10 years since the world watched in horror as the Indian Ocean earthquake and tsunami of 2004 left coastal communities across Southeast Asia and beyond in shambles. Waves the size of five- to 10-story buildings drowned the coastlines of Sumatra, Thailand and the Andaman Islands, toppling homes and hotels like dominoes and killing an estimated 230,000 people. Entire ecosystems were ruined as the ocean inundated coastal wetlands, ripped mangrove forests from their roots, left sea life high and dry and raked debris over delicate coral reefs. For many communities whose beautiful shores and abundant wildlife were the foundation of a thriving tourism industry, it was ecological bankruptcy.
   A decade later, natural forces and human intervention have largely nursed the affected environmental areas back to health. In the years since the tsunami, tropical rains flushed saltwater out of estuaries and rivers and back into the ocean. Beaches were restored naturally as ocean waves deposited new sand onto shores. Mangrove trees have been replanted. Coral reefs that were damaged have started to regrow, and sea life has re-turned to the bays. 

   “One month after the tsunami, we expected to find just a few species” off the shore of Aceh in Indonesia, “but it appeared to be a rich ecosystem with very high abun-dance” of sea life, said Witold Szczucinski of Adam Mickiewicz University’s Institute of Geology in Poland. The ecological changes “were really remarkable, but over the course of the next few years, the coastlines were mainly rebuilt,” in some cases in just a few months, Szczucinski said.
   Instead, ecologists say the biggest threat to the region’s ecosystems is not nature, but man. Overfishing, defore-station, coastal mining, the rise of tourism and other human activities continue to concern environmentalists, who say the region’s natural resources are already badly stressed. In fact, many of the problems associated with the tsunami were there before the waves hit and were the result of the region's burgeoning tourism industries. Large, waterfront resorts resulted in altered landscapes, with mangrove forests or seagrass meadows removed to make beaches more desirable to sunbathers.
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   Sometimes, seaside resorts dump their sewage directly into the ocean. A single golf course in Thailand needs on average as much water yearly as do 60,000 rural villagers, according to the Global Development Research Center (GDRC).
   “I’m always sort of frighteningly shocked when I go out diving and I see dive masters and their clients standing on the coral [in Thailand],” said Catherine Plume, managing director of the coral triangle programme at the World Wildlife Fund (WWF). “Do you realize you’re destroying your own livelihood by standing on this?”
   It was the day after Christmas 2004 when the massive underwater earthquake struck off the coast of Sumatra, Indonesia. It measured a magnitude of 9.1 on the Richter scale, the third-largest earthquake ever recorded on a seismograph. The shaking lasted eight to 10 minutes. Shock waves were felt as far away as Alaska. The imme-diate impacts of the resulting tsunami on the environment were many and disastrous. The biggest hazard, according to the GDRC, was the amount of debris and waste that got flushed into the surrounding bays. The sheer volume of stuff, including hazardous materials like asbestos, oil fuel and other chemicals, strained the communities that had to clean it up.  

   Indonesia suffered the brunt of the disaster. In Aceh, on the island of Sumatra, ecologists found evidence of damage to 30% of coral reefs and 20% of seagrass beds. More than half of Aceh’s west coast beaches were degraded. In Sri Lanka, saltwater, sewage and wastewater contaminated an estimated 62,000 groundwater wells, affecting supplies of drinking water.

   The impact of the tsunami in Thailand was seen mostly along the country’s western Andaman coast, whose shoreline was dotted by resorts. Ecologists estimated that between 15% and 20% of the region’s coral reefs sustained damage. Some coral reefs were affected by the tsunami, mainly as the result of backwash. Coral can take hundreds of years to recover, said Szczucinski. “But you must keep in mind that it was less than 20% of the coral reefs that were hardly damaged,” he said.
   Environmental concerns were compounded following the tsunami, especially in places like Thailand, where the tou-rism industry has boomed. The number of resorts in Thailand “increased dramatically” after the disaster when land along the coast became cheap, Szczucinski said  

   Thailand’s tourism industry has been steadily rising over the past 15 years and hit an all-time peak in 2013 – after briefly stalling in 2005 post-tsunami – in large part because of an influx of tourists from China. The country saw nearly  27 million foreign visitors last year, a 167% increase from 2000, according to the Tourism Authority of Thailand (see more stories on post-tsunami tourism in Thailand, p.6).
   Indonesia welcomed nearly 9 million tourists in 2013, a 8.4% increase from the previous year. Since 2004, the tourism sector in Indonesia has been “one of the most important engines of growth and development,” according to a study by the Indonesian State College of Statistics.

   The region faces other environmental challenges as well. Illegal logging and oil pumping in Sumatra are huge con-cerns In other parts of Southeast Asia, overfishing and illegal fishing continue to deplete fish stocks. 
   Another major issue across the region is water security. Much of Southeast Asia’s fresh water supplies are polluted or not properly treated. In Indonesia, where the problem of water sanitation is most severe, only 30% of city dwellers and10 % of villagers have access to clean water.   (
BURMA: NEW LAND LAW UNDER FIRE

[EM: 11.11.14] - CRITICS have attacked the new land use law, saying it fails to reduce the Army's control and speculation which deprives the majority of Burmese from land ownership and favours land grabs by rich urban, industrial and tourism developers.

   In a statement released on 6 November, the Farmland Investigation Commission criticized that the draft law is devoid of democratic practices and does not protect the interests of the farmers. "The existing law and new draft include many points regarding centralization. The General Administration Department will be in charge of matters relating to land. As it is under the control of the Ministry of Home Affairs which is also under the control of the commander-in-chief, the matters are still under the army’s control," said Nu Nu Aung from the 88 Generation Peace and Open Society. 
   He joined a workshop with the representatives of farmers' networks, community-based organizations and civic groups on 1 and 2 November. He called for a master plan, which would require the merger of various departments under several ministries. At present, the Forest Department ma-nages forest areas, while the Ministry of Agricultural and Irrigation oversees farmland. Urban land development is controlled jointly by the Settlement and Land Record Department, local development affairs committees and the Ministry of Home Affairs' General Administration Depart-ment.
   "It's crucial for any country to have a complete set of land use policy, as it concerns all people," said Tun Myint Aung from the political group's farmers affairs department. "Our country has experienced many landless issues and this draft law does not take people into consideration. It doesn't include provisions on land allocation for real low-cost housing development. The government has said such projects are happening all over the country but as we know, the units are beyond the grass-roots' affordability. Only the rich and speculators can afford them." 
   There are also calls for the effective plan to curb land grabs, speculation and conversion of farmland into non-agricultural development projects, including tourism. One representative from a civic group noted that the government should also take into account the situation in 2040 when the population is expected to reach 100 million. Then, how much land would remain for the future generations, he asked.   (
BURMA: FIGHT TO SAVE PAGAN’S ANCIENT CITY  

[EM: 2.+3.11.14; TN: 5.11.14] - A group of local people in Pagan have voiced their grievance over some hotel development projects in the vicinity of the ancient city. Calling themselves Bagan Lovers Organization, they demanded private hotels to stop construction which is in defiance of the authorities' orders. They vowed to protest against further construction works.
   "Most of the hotels enlarge their compound more than they had been allowed, and these enlarged areas also contain the ancient pagodas and buildings," said Min Naing Aung, chairperson of the organization.
   The complaints came amid the Burmese government's renewed efforts to add the Pagan cultural region to UNESCO's World Heritage List, which would certainly draw more tourists to the ancient city. Eight sites were submitted for the list in 1996, but shortcomings in the then junta's applications have been blamed for the failure to have them included. Three ancient Pyu cities became the first sites in Burma to join the list.
   Once on the list, more technical and financial assistance can be received to help preserve the sites, and the listings also will help promote the sites as tourism attractions. To ensure Pagan's selection as a World Heritage Site, government officials and the Ministry of Culture on 3 September warned hotel businesses currently expanding and rebuilding their hotels in Pagan to suspend their activities.
   Yet, according to Min Naing Aung, about 20 hotels are still proceeding with their works.
   Win Maung, also a member of the Bagan Lovers Organization, noted that there are flaws in the Ministry of Culture's conservation of ancient pagodas. There have been cases like letting the cars drive till the floor of Ananda Pagoda and Shwe Si Gone Pagoda. Some pagodas are blocked and people cannot pay obeisance.
   Win Maung said that during a talk with UNESCO officials, he asked them to force all hotels to move pagodas. He noted that on the ground of Aden Hotel, for example, stand as many as 14 ancient pagodas. "No outsiders are allowed to pay obeisance to these," he said.
   Similarly, Adventure Hotel, which is currently under construction, has claimed ancient pagodas from the 11th century as its property, he continued. He added that Bagan, Thande, Thazin and Palm Garden hotels are constructing their hotels over pagodas. “Some hotels do not allow even the officials from the Department of Archaeology to enter their hotel compound,“ he said. “We have sent complaints to the Ministry of Culture but they have been ignored.“

   With more than 2,200 temples and pagodas, Pagan is one of the country’s main tourist attractions.
   In March, the authorities added the fifth zone for hotel development, which is not located in the vicinity of the city's ancient temples. In May, the authorities ordered the suspension of construction near the temple complex.
   Pagan can be considered as a test case for whether Burma can put measures in place to ensure sustainable development. But as it stands, the ancient city’s cultural heritage is being put at risk by weak law enforcement.
   Pagan is experiencing a mushrooming of hotels that may reap a short-lasting tourism boom. Ironically, the hotel industry's encroachment on Pagan is likely to tarnish its allure for tourists and damage the economy in the long run. It is of utmost importance, that the government now comes up with legislation and law-enforcing measures to curb the negative consequences of tourism development.   (
BURMA: CHINESE TOURISTS FUEL
POACHING, DECADENCE IN MONG LA

[NG: 5.12.14] - IN the remote jungle city of Mong La, endangered animals are sold as aphrodisiacs, traditional medicines, and gastronomic delicacies. In this gaudy mecca of eroticism and greed on the eastern border with China, the cuisine is not for the squeamish: Many items on the menu, including the drinks, are derived from poached endangered animals.

   At one riverside bistro a tiger skeleton marinates in a dark alcoholic tonic in a 12-foot aquarium. The elixir is believed by its many aficionados to be a potent aphrodisiac that imparts the animal's muscular vitality. "The tiger wine is good for both men and women," said a Chinese business-man who has lived in Mong La for a decade. "It makes a man strong in the bedroom."

  The wine, like its grape-based relative, must steep, pre-ferably for at least a year. Then, discerning sex tourists can quaff it  for 1,000 yuan (US$163) per bottle. 
   The drink is just one of many enticements that lure hundreds of Chinese across the border every day to Burma's city of sin. As a taxi driver ferried us through the darkening jungle toward the neon-lit valley, he summed up the destination's decadent attractions: "There's not much in Mong La. Just prostitutes, gambling, and rare animals."
   Mong La is a smaller, seedier, anarchic version of Las Vegas - a collection of casinos and their associated vices in an unlikely, out-of-the-way place, though one where the rare animals are not for show, but for consumption. The town is a macabre menagerie where Chinese tourists can scoop up a bargain: A framed tiger tail goes for US$4,890, a tiger skin for US$16,300, and a prized rhino horn for US$45,640. In the kitchen of a popular wildlife restaurant, meat hangs on hooks. Outside, snakes, turtles, pangolins, and other animals that some Chinese gourmands consider delicacies.

   The city is the capital of Special Region No. 4, a blind spot beyond government writ or regulation where local authorities apply national laws with caprice. In this crack between the paving slabs of statehood has sprouted the largest rare animal market in Southeast Asia - a poacher's paradise. "The rate of poaching in Southeast Asia is unbelievable. It's being vacuumed out," says Chris Shepherd, Southeast Asia regional director of TRAFFIC, a group that monitors the global trade in plants and wild animals. 
   During the past couple of decades, China's extraordinary economic expansion has created a vast cohort of nouveau riche, eager to spend cash on totems of wealth and prestige. To reach Mong La, Chinese visitors drive through a dramatic mountainous landscape. The neon-lit city is a garish sight in the remote jungle of eastern Burma. Since 1989, the city has been controlled by a former rebel army, the National Democratic Alliance Army that has transformed it into a mecca for gambling, prostitution, and the wildlife trade.

   About 30 minutes outside town, the casinos are full of Chinese gamblers, including people wagering remotely through surrogates with high-speed Internet connections. Chinese authorities tend to turn a blind eye to this jungle sanctum, but they do occasionally intervene. In 2003, a large contingent of Chinese soldiers marched across the border and shut down five Chinese-run casinos. But the casinos were rebuilt away from the Chinese border, and Mong La bounced back.   (
CAMBODIA: VIOLENT LAND DISPUTE 
IN KOH KONG

[CD: 17.11.14; PPP: 27.12.14] – RESIDENTS and local officials reported in November that the Chinese-owned Union Deve-lopment Group (UDG) demolished 21 houses on the land earmarked for its US$3.8-billion tourism mega-project in Koh Kong province. UDG, which began construction on the 45,000-ha site inside Botum Sakor National Park in 2010, has so far evicted more than 1,000 families from the land. 

   On 10 and 11 November, about 40 UDG-employed secu-rity guards razed the homes of 21 families, said Prak Nouen.

“[The security guards] started to demolish and burn down my house without any notice or a compensation deal,” she said, adding that she has been farming the two hectares of land her house sat on since 1995. All 21 displaced families are now staying at the local Poyo Chorpon pagoda, she said. 
   District governor Khem Chandy said that he has already investigated the incident and found that UDG acted without permission from local authorities. “The company did not inform or cooperate with local authorities,” he said. 
   On 23 December, about 30 security guards from the company entered Prek Smach village in Kiri Sakor district, which is protected against forced relocation by a govern-ment order, intending to destroy more houses. Villagers angered by the continued drive by the company intervened, according to a community representative, 71-year-old Prak Thorn. But the guards returned the same afternoon with a dump truck full of sand, which they used to block access to the village.

   “So we decided early this morning to block another road in front of the district governor’s office, which is a new road that was built by the district governor himself,” Thorn said. “The Union Development Group still wants us to move from here, even though they know we won’t move, and the authorities cannot do anything because they get money from the company,” he said.

   In Kong Chit, the provincial coordinator for the rights group Licadho, said the company has been ordered to halt forced evictions in the area and to refrain from using violence. “A lot of people know that most of the authorities, including the district governor and the chief of the commune, get money monthly from the company to listen to their wishes,” he claimed.   (
CAMBODIA: LAWMAKER CLAIMS ANGKOR WAT SALES FIGURES FUDGED 
[CD: 23.+26.12.14] - OPPOSITION lawmaker Son Chhay said on 22 December that he believes the Apsara Authority is embezzling millions of dollars from ticket sales for the Angkor Wat temple complex by underreporting and mis-representing gate takings. Chhay, deputy chairman of the National Assembly’s Banking and Finance Committee, and Cheam Yeap, the committee’s chairman, visited the Apsara Authority’s offices in Siem Reap City that day to discuss ticket revenues. 

    Chhay said that Apsara Authority general director Bun Narith had shared with them revenue figures going back five years, but he said the figures do not make sense given the number of tourists visiting the country. “For 2013, 2 million people visited Angkor Wat and US$55 million were collected, and for this year, up until November, only 1.8 million bought tickets for about US$52 million,” he said. “They said probably about 2 million will visit the temples this year, out of about 5 million tourists coming to Cambodia, so that looks like less than 40%.”

   According to official figures from the Tourism Ministry, about 4.2 million tourists visited Cambodia in 2013. Chhay argued it is unreasonable to think that only 2 million of those are visiting the Angkor Archaeological Park, which is managed by the Apsara Authority but whose ticketing has been licensed out to the private Sokimex company. “We found that about 75 to 80% of tourists coming to Cambodia would go to Angkor Wat,” he said, explaining that he had carried out his own informal review.

   “We asked them what evidence they have that only 2 million are visiting Angkor Wat,” Chhay said. “They take names and photos when they sell the tickets, so it should all be on their computers. But they said that [data are] not available.”

   Chhay said he also did not believe the Apsara Authority’s figures about the breakdown of visitors who buy US$20 one-day tickets and US$40 three-day tickets. “They said that 67% of those who buy tickets only buy a one-day ticket,” he said. “This is another big question, because in our study from talking to guides and hotel owners, travel agents and so on, we found that the majority buy three-day tickets because they can’t see it all [on one day].”

   “I told them straight in the face that we cannot accept this and we need a better investigation,” Chhay said. “I don’t know how we’re going to do it; the people in the govern-ment are the ones who created the mess in the first place.”

   Moreover, Chhay accused Deputy Prime Minister Sok An, who presides over the Apsara Authority as the minister in charge of the Council of Ministers, of conspiring to cheaply grant part of the authority’s land to Sokimex owner Sok Kong for a private hotel. “We asked them again and again: How long did Apsara rent it out to Sok Kong, and finally they said it’s for 70 years, and that it was for US$9 million for 26 ha of land,” he said. “Now, looking at that land, this is peanuts, it’s nothing.”

   Council of Ministers spokesman Phay Siphan said that Chhay’s allegations were baseless. Meanwhile, the Apsara Authority hit back at Chhay in a statement, accusing him of harboring ill feelings from a land dispute he lost in 2000, as a result of which he was forced to sell a 31,000-sqm plot of land to the Apsara Authority. 
   “One reason [for Cchay‘s claims] was an aim to take political benefits, and another reason was an aim to take revenge against the Apsara Authority because he once lost a case related to an anarchic land encroachment in the Cultural and Tourism City of Siem Reap province,” said the Apsara Authority‘s statement issued. It also said that Chhay’s claims of 5 million tourist arrivals in Cambodia were overstated and went on to defend its figures for ticket sales, explaining that its official figures were reviewed by the government.  ( 
INDONESIA: ‘SECRET BALI‘  CAPTURES TRADITIONS BEHIND TOURIST FACADE 

[JP: 15.12.14] - PEOPLE who are in Bali, either seasonal tourists or contented expats, may eventually realize that the island has partly turned superficial — with the growing presence of lavish restaurants and shops, luxurious hotels and villas and glittering nightspots gradually transforming the once pristine island.

   The traditional life, however, continues as it has for centuries, becoming more secret, hidden behind doors, behind walls, behind the buzz of the ever-growing tourist industry. 
   As Australian photographer Jill Gocher simply puts it, ”Before, when tourists came here, one thing they would like to do was to see, learn and enjoy the culture, but now it turns into like ‘which party will we go to tonight?’, ‘which restaurant should we dine in?’, or ‘where’s our villa?’”
   In her new book Secret Bali, Gocher records Balinese culture with her captivating words and images, to bring it to the attention of people and make them see what the real Bali is about.
    Behind all those modern façades, Bali remains a place where “spirits permeate every single corner of the island. They are kept peaceful and placated with daily offerings and prayers that create harmony and special energy, for which Bali is renowned”.
   In modern buildings, like hotels, “all those statues and temple buildings are not just architectural decoration”. Beautifully made offerings in open doorways are part of the daily spiritual routine to appease the gods in the visible world and the spirits of the invisible underworld (sekala and niskala).
   Gocher takes us on a journey in the evening before Galungan, one of the biggest religious celebrations in Bali, as well as visiting the ancient temple complex of Gunung Kawi, the holy spring of Yeh Massam, Ubud’s sacred monkey forest and other places. Readers will also find it interesting to get a glimpse of the island’s rituals — a-once-in-200-years celebration at Gunung Raung Temple, a Balinese royal wedding, the house-blessing ceremony melaspas, tajen (cockfighting) and ngaben (cremation).   

 “If one can see only one part of Balinese culture while in Bali, the most spectacular and important of all Balinese rituals is ngaben — the culmination of a person’s life and the send-off to the next life or afterlife.” 
   Having moved to Ubud — the island’s artistic and cultural heartland, nine years ago, Gocher has witnessed the changes brought about by the dynamic tourism industry. Early in the morning, she would head to the traditional market and capture the images of locals’ daily activities, as described in the chapter on Ubud Market.
   Historian and art critic Jean Couteau writes three stories for the book, one of which is titled Food for the Gods, where he complains that Balinese culture, down to its food — not to mention its arts and music — is more and more ‘fabricated’ to suit tourists’ expectations.   (
MALAYSIA: DENSITY HIKE AT PENANG’S FERRINGHI BEACH RAISES ALARM
[TMI: 27.12.14; FMT: 29.12.14] – THE Penang government has been urged to clarify whether it is allowing nine high density building projects in the tourist belt of Batu Ferringhi. Ong Eu Soon, a critic of the state administration, said that anxiety had gripped Batu Ferringhi residents who suspect that high rise buildings would soon be towering over their low density housing area. He also asked the state to clarify whether part of the area proposed for educational purposes would be converted for commercial projects.

   According to the data that have gone viral over the Internet and alarmed local residents, the proposed development area is 32.735 acres, and there is a hike in density from 15 to 30 units per acre for the proposed deve-lopment.

   The proposed projects are a seven-storey shopping complex, a 20-storey hotel, 55 three-storey bungalows and five apartment blocks, two of which will be 33 storeys high, one 38 storeys, one 48 storeys and one 49 storeys. “People suspect that the 2.09 acres zoned for educational purposes have been rezoned for other purposes, such as shopping complexes or housing,” Ong said. 
   Although the local council data showed that the density would be 30 units per acre, Ong gave a scenario of the density possibly reaching 98 units per acre. He said if the whole 33 acres were built only with the planned housing units, the development density would be 44 units per acre, not 30 units as stated in the council data, and if the hotel and shopping complex were included, the density would go up to 98 units per acre.

   During a meeting with local council representatives on 5 December, residents raised concerns that the proposed projects would have a serious negative impact on their neighbourhood. One foreign resident was so upset that he told the council representatives that the DAP (Malaysia’s Democratic Action Party) had transformed into the “Developers Association of Penang”.   (
MALAYSIA: WELCOME CAMPAIGN TO
CURB FOOD WASTAGE

[TS: 13.12.14] - MALAYSIANS waste up to 8,000 tons or 8 million kilogrammes of food per day, which is enough to feed six million people. Food wastage accounts for up to 45% or 15,000 t of waste that end up at landfills. These shocking figures were recently revealed by Solid Waste and Public Cleansing Management Corporation (PPSPPA) chief executive officer Datuk Ab Rahim Md Noor.

   Therefore, PPSPPA and Malaysian Association of Hotels (MAH) will be embarking on a campaign to reduce wastage, particularly food waste. PPSPPA and MAH signed a memo-randum of understanding (MoU) that outlined a “Value Food, No Waste” campaign and other initiatives to create awareness on the value of food and reduce food wastage, for a more sustainable environment.

   “For hotel patrons, we hope to encourage them to eat in moderation and not pile their plates with excessive food,” said Ab Rahim. “This campaign extends to the home as well, so consumers are encouraged to plan their grocery shopping and buy only what is needed.”

   PPSPPA and MAH will also work on a composting pro-gramme and reducing other forms of waste, such as liquid soap and laundry. “Composting can be done using organic waste acquired from leftovers and the garden,” said Ab Rahim. “As for liquid soap, hotels could advise guests to take home the half-opened bottles and use the soap at home, instead of leaving the bottles to be thrown away.”

   MAH president Cheah Swee Hee said the MoU would work towards reducing wastage at hotels, cutting down on food and operations costs, and savings in terms of food storage. 
   Ab Rahim pointed out: “The increase in solid waste results in a decreasing lifespan of landfills. The decompo-sition process also results in the release of methane gas that contributes to global warming, while leachate from improperly managed landfills causes pollution.” 
   “The success of a sustainable solid waste management system starts with the implementation of a systematic separation at source,“ he added. “The Government has announced that the Separation at Source Scheme will be mandatory from September 2015. While there are sufficient penalties and fines to ensure the scheme is adhered to, public awareness is more important compared to legal action.”   (
PALAWAN’S UNDERGROUND RIVER
IN THE PHILIPPINES DETERIORATING?
[PDI: 7.12.14] - A report claiming that Palawan province’s main tourist draw, the Underground River, is deteriorating has prompted an investigation by the UN body that granted it the status of a World Heritage Site. 
   Eric Cerrudo, commissioner of UNESCO Philippines said an independent expert sent by the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) had completed an investigation of an “anonymous complaint” lodged against the river park at the Paris-based UNESCO Heritage Center and was set to hold talks with park and city government officials. He added the IUCN expert would also confer with officials from the Department of Environment and Natural Resources and the Department of Foreign Affairs in Manila prior to the issuance of UNESCO’s final report.

   Cerrudo expressed confidence the Underground River would hurdle the review, saying the complaint was based on “erroneous observations” about the current condition of the national park, including allegations that it had allowed a rubber plantation within its boundaries. Another claim in the complaint was the prevalence of illegal wildlife trading.

   Cerrudo conceded, however, that one of the challenges facing the city government is coping with the rapid influx of tourists to the 8.2km-long Underground River that flows directly to the sea. Questions have been raised about the excessive volume of tourists being allowed daily to the river. “Tourism activities in the park are peaking very fast, the city government has to catch up,” he said.

   But Cerrudo said it was unlikely the issue of removing the Underground River on the list of World Heritage Sites would even be raised. “Most likely there would just be discussions about some specific management issues during a meeting in Berlin next year,” he said.

   The park was inscribed on the UNESCO list of natural World Heritage Sites in December 1999. It is one of two such places in Palawan, the other being the Tubbataha Reefs Natural Park. The Underground River’s popularity peaked in 2012 following its recognition as one of the ‘New Seven Wonders of Nature‘ by a Switzerland-based private foundation, drawing thousands of tourists daily.   (
THAILAND: AFTER TSUNAMI, SEA PEOPLE STRUGGLE AGAINST TOURISM

The following is edited from an article by Alisa Tang [TRF: 19.12.14]

A

fter the tsunami pounded Thailand’s Andaman Sea coast a decade ago, the ethnic Moklen fishing communities that have lived here for generations buried their dead, fought off land grabs to rebuild their homes, and - surprisingly - sighed in relief.

   The tsunami had destroyed sprawling seafront luxury resorts that had blocked public access to the sea and had halted the rampant tourism that threatened to push the Moklen fishermen off their ancestral lands in Phang Nga province, north of the resort island of Phuket.

   In effect, the disaster gave them unfettered access to the shore again and time to pursue their traditional way of life. That  post-tsunami reprieve has ended, the Moklens say; tourist arrivals have shot up from 11.6 million in 2005 to 21.9 million in January-November 2014 – not counting the end-of-year peak holiday season – while land prices have risen tenfold.

   The Moklens again fear their way of life is close to extinction. “I wish another tsunami would hit, so we could have just a bit more time to live our way of life,” said Hong Klathalay, a community leader in the Moklen village of Thung Wa as he walked to his modest wooden boat parked in a lagoon.

   At the forested edge of the lagoon stands the shell of an ornate traditional Thai ceramic-tiled building that withstood the tsunami and is now overgrown with weeds and cree-pers. On the side fronting the sea, construction machinery pounds away on a plot of land with new retaining walls and the foundation of a large hotel. “They build a wall on this side, and then the water will push in on the other side. So they’ll build another wall there and fill up the land. Once it’s all walled in, we’re finished,” Hong said angrily, pointing to the construction site.

   The Moklens - an ethnic group linked to the Moken sea people of the Andaman Islands - live and breathe the sea, with intricately knotted fishing traps and nets stowed neatly in their yards. Phang Nga and Phuket are home to about 4,000 Moklens, who have lived in the region since long be-fore the tourism boom, but most do not legally own the land they live on, according to Narumon Arunotai, an anthro-pologist specializing in the region’s sea people ethnic groups.

    So when the tsunami – which left 5,395 dead and 2,932 missing in Thailand, including more than 2,000 foreign tourists – swept away the Moklens’ bamboo thatch bungalows, the landowners who held the deeds tried to evict them. However, post-tsunami news coverage and human rights research had raised awareness of their land tenure woes, and help from NGOs strengthened the Moklens' determi-nation to fight for their rights.

   “If it weren’t for the tsunami, these people would all have been driven out by now,” said Sakda Phanrangsee, a community activist who has brought the Moklens to the capital Bangkok to voice their woes to government officials. “The tsunami stopped real estate and tourism… but now tourism is making a comeback.”
   Local activist Maitree Jongkraijug argues the government has focused only on tourist dollars and neglected the needs of their own people walking on the land. “They protect foreigners and treat them like an endangered species,” Maitree said, complaining that beaches once open to the public have been cordoned off by hotels and resorts. “They are protected for foreigners to swim, but we’re not allowed to go in.”

   According to Narumon, the solution is to ensure the Moklens have a say in the area's development, though she acknowledges this is practically unheard of. Sakda pointed out that the Moklens do not want land deeds, but clear written agreements that no matter who buys the shorefront properties, they will be allowed to park their boats and have unrestricted access to the sea.   (
THAILAND: MANGROVE FOREST SAVED VILLAGE FROM TSUNAMI DAMAGE
Mangrove forest sheltered a Muslim coastal area, but now developers are looking to bulldoze it for a tourist resort. The following is edited from a report by Laura Villadiego [AJ: 25.12.14]

T

en years ago, when a massive tsunami swept away every house in this small Muslim village in Phang Nga province, Cham Khiaw-Nin did not lament the loss of his property but rather the damage done to the mangrove forest. "Mangroves are vital to us. We survive thanks to them because fish grow in them," said the fisherman.

   Villagers in Baan Nai Rai also survived the fury of the earthquake-driven tsunami - which killed some 8,000 peop-le in Thailand, on 26 December 2004 - thanks to the protection provided by the dense mangrove forest. With a population of 700, only one person was killed in the village even though the south of Thailand was one of the hardest hit areas by the killer wave 10 years ago.
   The tsunami was not the only threat the mangrove area faced. A few weeks after the disaster, a private investor came to the area and showed the villagers a land title claiming the property of the mangrove forest and part of Baan Nai Rai village. The man planned, the villagers say, to turn the area into a tourist resort

   For years, villagers had sought several judicial proce-dures against the investor to keep what they consider should be recognized as a natural resource. "This [property] document has been wrongfully obtained. This land should be public according to the law," said Suttipong Laithip, a volunteer lawyer who is helping villagers with the legal procedures against the company.

   In 2006, 100 villagers reached an agreement with the investor to relocate their houses to another area a few kilometres away, but they refused to give up on the mangrove area. Nevertheless, in 2013, a court ruled that the private investor had legally acquired the land. Today, the community is trying to find additional evidence to again bring the case to court.

   According to the Department of Land, mangrove forests are protected areas and should remain as public land but in some cases, land titles can be issued, especially if there is evidence that the land was acquired before the mangroves began to grow. "If the court determines that they have right to the land, the law does not stipulate any obligation to protect the mangroves," said Surapong Sriviroj, director of the Land Documents Issuance Standards Bureau.

   In the case of Baan Nai Rai, the government has a record of changes in land title holders from the last 30 years, but villagers insisted that the area has been a mangrove area for much longer than that. "I have always lived here. My grandparents were born here and this has always been a forest," said Cham Khiaw-Nin.

   Thailand has been unsuccessfully trying to solve its land property problem for decades, but land disputes are still common. The 1954 Land Law, still in force today, put in place a complicated system of land certificates, including permanent and temporary rights to land, that has created confusion. Nevertheless, activists said many companies and powerful people have obtained land titles by bribing officials, especially after the tsunami. Niran Pitakwatchara, commissioner of the National Human Rights Commission, a public body that has monitored many of the land disputes, said the key issue is that the protection of common interests has never been a priority for any Thai government. "The rights of communities to live [according to their lifestyle] is belonging to the constitution, but a landmark for a business can be established by themselves through corruption," said the commissioner, adding community interests should trump private ones. He also demanded the new constitution, currently being drafted by the military government that seized power last May, ensures land rights for communities. 

   Mangroves have been considered a key element in poverty alleviation because of richness in natural resources, and are also an important factor for climate change adaptation and mitigation in coastal areas. For the fishing community of Baan Nai Rai, mangroves have always been its most valuable asset. However, villagers are worried about the fate of the area if they finally have to abandon the land because of the luxury resort development. "If we are moved from here, who knows if the newcomers will protect the trees," says Cham Khiaw-Nin.   (
VIETNAM: PROTEST AGAINST CABLE
CAR PROJECT AT SON DOONG CAVE

[TG: 3.12.14] - PLANS for a cable car in Vietnam’s UNESCO-listed Phong Nha-Ke Bang National Park would open up the world’s largest cave to mass tourism. But Vietnamese are protesting the project, and experts warn the environmental impact could be devastating.

   Quang Binh province announced in October that resort developer Sun Group would build a US$212-million cable car system through the national park, which occupies a remote, mountainous swathe of central Vietnam. The 10.6km route would connect Son Doong Cave, so large it could house an entire 40-story building, with other caves in the area as part of a planned “tourism, service and resort complex”.

   According to local official Nguyen Huu Hoai, the cable car would carry 1,000 visitors per hour.

   After the announcement drew an unprecedented flood of opposition, the national tourism ministry made clear that it had not yet approved the project. Experts from overseas slammed the plan in newspaper and TV reports, while Vietnamese activist Bao Nguyen launched an online petition that drew thousands of signatures. However, the tourism ministry then gave the go-ahead for a preliminary survey – a tentative nod of consent. 

   Sun Group claims the cable car would be the most envi-ronmentally friendly means of opening the area to tourism. Company spokesperson Quach Bao Tran also said the project would “develop Quang Binh as a tourism center” and bring “thousands of jobs for the poor local people”. But experts refute these claims. “The environmental impact would be devastating,” said Andy McKenzie, one of the first explorers to visit the cave. 

    Researchers fear that building the towers needed to support the cable car could damage the fragile network of caves in the area. Construction on top of Son Doong would put pressure on the already weak ceiling, potentially triggering collapse, according to geomorphologist Vu Le Phuong, who has been studying the cave since the first expedition in 2009. He also warned that remote Quang Binh province was ill-equipped to handle the millions of tourists that flood popular destinations like Halong Bay. “The cable car will bring mass tourism to the area – that’s the biggest thing we fear,” Phuong said.

   Vietnam is eagerly welcoming resort developers to build enormous tourism and casino complexes in scenic areas, from Dong Van plateau in the north to Phu Quoc Island in the south.
   Sun Group has already built cable car systems at nearby Ba Na Hills as well as Fansipan, Vietnam’s tallest mountain, in the far north. In September, the developer got approval to build another cable car in Halong Bay.

   Unlike these previous projects, the Son Doong cable car faces organized opposition. On the “Save Son Doong” Facebook page, thousands of people expressed their dis-approval and even voiced calls for protests.

   “In Vietnam, people are personally against many things. But this is the first time they came together to protect a place in an organized way,” said Bien Thuy Nguyen, the former tour operator who started the page. While Nguyen discourages protest demonstrations, he makes clear that the movement is not just about environmentalism. Inspired by their peers in Hong Kong, young people are demanding a say in their country’s future.

   “When they built such things in the past, no one did a thing,” Phuong said. “But young people see what’s happening in Hong Kong. They want to make the country better.”   (
VIETNAM PROVINCE TAKES STEPS 
TO PROTECT NHA TRANG BAY 

[TNN: 29.12.14] - THE provincial administration of Khanh Hoa has banned further hotel construction and many water sports in the interests of protecting Nha Trang Bay. Khanh Hoa is the home to the coastal resort town of Nha Trang, which has been a top destination for Russian tourists to Vietnam since Cam Ranh Airport, some 30 kms from Nha Trang, was upgraded to serve as an international airport in 2009.
   The new decision prohibits development on the islands of Hon Mun, Hon Noc, Hon Vung and Hon Cau, which sit inside what is widely considered to be the most beautiful bay in the world, Saigon Times website recently reported.

    Nguyen Chien Thang, mayor of the province, signed the decision that divided the bay into clear urban development and environmental protection zones. The protected zone stretches from the langoon bay to Hon Mun and includes 300 m of water around the aforementioned islands. 
   Activities like motor boating, windsurfing, and spear fishing will be banned here. Construction in other parts of the bay must now comply with design restrictions to avoid any severe environmental impact. 

  Boating and tourism operators in the area must be equipped to collect and treat waste discharged through their operations. The local government has asked tourist boats on the bay to outfit their vessels with septic tanks since 2004. To date, none has complied, and they continue to dump an untold quantity of untreated sewage directly into the bay.

   Nha Trang’s marine environment has been whittled away since the tourism boom began in 1999, impacting hundreds of hectares of beachfront.

   According to the Institute of Oceanography, the ecology of Nha Trang Bay has deteriorated rapidly due to tourism-related construction projects, leaving many native species teetering on the verge of extinction. The bay's coral reefs have been particularly affected.

   In the decade after Nha Trang’s renovated beachside boulevard opened to traffic, long lines of trucks carrying rocks and soil became a common sight. The materials were dumped into the bay to form the foundation for new hotels and resorts. In recent years, dozens of projects have been licensed along Nha Trang’s northern beach. About half of the hotels have already been built; the rest remain under construction.   (
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