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BURMA’S BEACHES THREATENED BY ‘GREED, IGNORANCE AND CORRUPTION’
[BFC; change.org: March 2015; MT: 8.4.15] – A public cam-paign against the rapid deterioration of Ngapali and other beaches in Burma has attracted considerable attention inside and outside of the country. A petition to Burmese President U Thein Sein initiated by the Beachfront Club (BFC), an international ‘green‘ beachfront hotel chain, warned that most beaches in the Ngapali area are being destroyed by the mass theft of beach sand, land-grabbing and the building of hotels directly over the beach. 
   “Sand mining and construction over the sand has already destroyed hundreds of metres of Ngapali beach, and now, with international tourism booming, it’s accele-rating. Both activities are contrary to the Ministry of Hotels and Tourism’s 2004 Coastal Beach Directives, but are continued by private businesses with the collusion of local authorities,” said the petition. 
    Noting that “beaches have been destroyed in many other places like Greece, Morocco, Vietnam and Bali where greed, ignorance and corruption have overridden the need to provide long-term sustainability for beach environments“, the petition urged President U Thein Sein to understand that saving Ngapali’s beaches is a matter of national urgency and to use his influence to stop the destruction of Burma’s beaches – before it is too late.
   The following is edited from a related report by John Everingham, posted on the BFC website: 
   “Now enjoying its fourth year as one of the world’s top, ‘in’ destinations, Burma has seen foreign tourists soar from a mere trickle a few years ago to about a million in 2014. The best-selling itinerary is a loop through the country’s rich cultural heritage sites like Mandalay and Pagan, topped off with a few days on Ngapali Beach.
   “Burma’s beach boom is definitely on. Foreigners com-pete for high-priced beds, the developers are opening new, international-standard resorts as fast as they can, and the price of an acre of beachfront land in Ngapali has reportedly skyrocketed to an astronomical US$2.5 – 3.0 million. The military was quick to seize their piece of beachfront action in year 2000, by confiscating 2km of beachfront land between the airport and Ngapali Village from about 60 locals, then leasing it to hotel development companies. This ‘airport’ beach is central to the story about the new mode of 'beach-grab' and beach destruc-tion. In November 2013, the top government official in charge of tourism in Ngapali at the time told me of government plans to turn Ngapali into a mega, global beach destination with the hills behind covered in 5-star resorts. 
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   Moreover, “sand is being stripped from Ngapali’s beaches in the thousands of tonnes, with some observers estimating that up to 50 truckloads are removed on some days in a blatant theft that threatens Burma’s most famous tourist beaches. Or nightly, on occasions, when the operators apparently feel the ire of hotel operators and guests and the trucks turn up in the dark. Sand theft has been on-and-off for years at Ngapali. A Ngapali hotelier reported a gross sand theft on Ngapali beach during the monsoon season of 2013 that left a hole 3m deep, 30m wide and 120m long – a loss of more than 10,000 tonnes of sand.
   “The sand is being hauled off for constructions projects away from the beach. Hoteliers believe local officials are aware of what’s happening, and are surely benefitting through kick-backs or corrupt contracts. However, some-times it’s been the hotels themselves that are to blame. When a hotel extends its land by building a wall well out into the beach, it creates a huge area behind that needs land fill, especially when the wall is high. Much of that fill has been obtained the easy way – sand from the beach. Some hotels that have been through this wall-building and filling process, like the Hilton Ngapali Resort on the airport beach, have ended up with a high wall looking down over water, with virtually no sandy beach remaining.
   “A visitor on Ngapali beach might wonder why all beach-front resorts here, save two, have built walls between the resort and the beach. Walls are commonly built for land protection when there is a serious threat of erosion from the waves. But here, on extra wide Ngapali Beach, there is clearly no such threat. Laguna Lodge Eco Resort and Bayview, the only hotels here without walls, are testimony to that. Laguna’s natural frontage, where sandy soil and coconut trunks give way to open sand in the manner Mother Nature intended, is in no threat from waves. Many would agree with this writer that the natural beachfronts of these two are distinctly more beautiful than any of the resorts behind walls.
   “Greed for land, public land at that, is the root cause of wall building... The walls being built when this writer photographed all Ngapali beach hotels in November 2013 clearly show the developers gobbling up significant portions of the beach by constructing their walls well down onto the sand, often 10 - 20m from solid earth. Once filled in, the area behind the wall no longer looks like beach, and all evidence of the real line where beach sand originally met solid land has been erased.“
   In response to the BFC’s campaign, the Myanmar Times reported that the Ministry of Hotels and Tourism told the Rakhine State government to order a halt on sand mining on the beaches in the Ngapali area. Director U Myo Win Nyunt was quoted as saying: “It will impact on Ngapali beach if the people dig sand from beach areas near the guests. We don’t think the respective authorities should allow this to happen on beach areas. They must take action in line with government directives and also residents need to follow their orders. We will report again and again to state government if they won’t follow our directives for beach areas. The beach must be protected for the long term.” 
   According to the Myanmar Times, these comments were the strongest yet from the government on sand mining, which has been condemned by a number of hoteliers in the area as environmentally damaging and bad for the tourism industry’s image. Many, however, appear to be afraid to speak out, with critics of the mining alleging it is being allowed because of ’collusion’ between local companies and government officials.   (
CAMBODIA: ROADS’ DAMAGING IMPACT 
ON CULTURE AND ENVIRONMENT 
[VOA-C: 30.3.15; MB: 10.4.15] – MONDULKIRI, the remote province in northeastern Cambodia, is known these days as a good place for ‘ecotourists‘ to trek, where wildlife and waterfalls make for good scenery amid forested mountains of red clay, and where indigenous hill tribes still live a traditional way of life. But it is unclear what the future holds, as development increases.

   Kong Sophearak, director of the Ministry of Tourism’s statistic department, said the number of tourists in Mondulkiri has increased thanks to an improved road there. Nearly 11,000 people visited the province in 2014, more than half of them foreigners. Svay Sam Eang, deputy governor for the province, said Road 76 has 48 good kilometers, and it is only 60% finished. Soon, it will link to Ratanakkiri province, farther north.
   But all this ‘ecotourism‘ comes at a cost, critics warn. The lifestyles of the indigenous groups here have changed, and the loss of forest and wild animals to development could damage the burgeoning tourism boom. So Phal, a guide from Battambang province who shows visitors around Mondulkiri said: “[The tourists] come now because there are good roads, as well as hotels for them to stay in.” Many kinds of tourists will now come, he said, from backpackers to luxury travellers. “I think Mondulkiri attracts a lot of tourists from the West,” he said. “In the future, it could attract more, if there are more hotels and restaurants for them.”

   The Asia-Pacific Chapter of the Association for Tropical Biology and Conservation (ATBC) recently warned the Cambodian government to carefully evaluate the impacts of road projects. "We have a number of worries, but our most immediate concern is the proposed road that would slice through vitally important forest in Mondulkuri Province in eastern Cambodia, from Srea Ampos to Kbal Damrei,” said Seng Teak, Conservation Director of WWF Greater Mekong, in a statement. "This road would clearly imperil one of the biologically richest forests in Indochina, an area that provides critical habitat for rare wildlife such as elephants, leopards, and banteng, as well as over 230 bird species." 
   The road "would require deforesting 36km of protected forest, including 19km within the designated Special Ecosystem Zone, which forms the core of the largest area of lowland deciduous dipterocarp forest remaining in South-east Asia," according to ATBC. 
    ATBC called for the precautionary principle to be applied to all new major infrastructure projects that could adversely effect natural ecosystems in Cambodia.  "It's absolutely vital that there be rigorous environmental impact assessments done before any major project is undertaken. And we need a precautionary approach to projects — to look at them very carefully to ensure that they really are essential," Teak continued. He added that wildlife and natural ecosystems make Cambodia unique, and that was the basis of the thriving tourism industry.   (
SAVE INDONESIA’S MANGROVE FORESTS !
The following is a shortened version of an article by Andrew Campbell and Benjamin Brown [TC: 20.4.15]
W

hich of the world’s great forests store the most carbon per hectare? The dense tropi-cal rainforests of the Amazon, Borneo, the Congo or Papua New Guinea? The vast northern forests of Canada and Siberia, or the towering mountain ash forests of Victoria and Tasmania? None of the above.

     In fact (counting carbon stored in soils), mangrove forests store the most carbon per hectare. Mangrove forests are amazingly tough, versatile and productive. They play a critical role in the feeding and breeding cycles of many fish and other aquatic species, and fish catches are much higher close to intact mangrove communities. They provide valuable timber and many other forest products. Recent cyclones have reminded us yet again that coastlines with intact mangroves are much more resilient.

     Unfortunately, the world is losing mangroves at a depressing rate, down from 19.8mio ha  in 1980 to 15mio ha in 2005. Although rates of loss have halved from around 2% per year in the 1980s, the current rate of loss would see most of the world’s mangroves gone by the end of this century.

    Indonesia is blessed with the largest area of mangrove forests in the world. Unfortunately, it also suffers from the world’s fastest rates of mangrove de-struction. Mangroves are being de-stroyed by conversion to agriculture, aquaculture, tourism, urban develop-ment and over-exploitation. Indone-sia’s original endowment of 4.2 mio ha of mangroves has been reduced to less than 2.4 mio ha, with at least 60% of this loss due to conversion to aqua-culture. More than one third of Indone-sia’s mangroves were lost from 1980 to 2000, faster than the rate of loss loss of inland tropical forests and coral reefs.
     The majority of mangrove forests in Indonesia have no form of national protection. Even forests with the highest degree of protection on paper, such as the Tanjung Panjang Nature Reserve in Gorontalo Province saw half of its mangrove forests converted to aquaculture between 1989 and 2010.
Recent cyclones have reminded
us yet again that coastlines with intact mangroves are much 
more resilient.

     In 2012, a National Mangrove Stra-tegy was developed, which mandates that mangrove management take place in coordination with stakeholder bodies within Indonesia, but the majo-rity of these regional working groups meet only for formalities' sake.

     The great tragedy is that some of the most valuable forests in the world are being converted to a relatively low value and unsustainable land use with little benefit for local communities.
     Restoring mangroves is possible. But to date, most attempts to restore mangroves in Indonesia (and else-where) have failed. The majority of attempts (over 90%) simply jab seed-lings of one mangrove genus (Rhizophora) into inappropriate habi-tats - in mud flats below mean sea level - where mangroves do not grow.

     The ecological mangrove restora-tion method is based on relatively simple principles around restoring hydrological connectivity and allowing the natural tidal processes to assist mangrove propagules to establish and spread. But implementing these princi-ples in practice is complicated. Dense-ly populated and contested coastal landscapes where people are strugg-ling to make a living and feed their families, and where land ownership and control is often far from clear cut, do not lend themselves to simple prescriptions.
     In Indonesia, Blue Forests and the Mangrove Action Project have refined this method into a community-based approach. They involve local commu-nities in planning, implemen-ting and monitoring the mangrove restoration projects, parallel develop-ment of sustainable livelihoods op-tions, and developing collaborative management of re-established mangrove eco-systems.
   Restoring mangrove forests would deliver significant benefits in reducing net greenhouse gas emissions, im-proving food security and livelihoods of coastal communities, increasing resilience in the face of sea level rise and extreme weather events, and improving habitat for many vulnerable species along extremely biodiverse and beautiful tropical coastlines. (
INDONESIA: BALI TOURISM’S
UNQUENCHABLE THIRST FOR WATER

[BD: 20.4.15] - PARTICIPATING in a tourism forum in Bali on 14 April, the chairman of the Indonesian Hotel and Restau-rant Association (PHRI-BALI) and former regent of Gianyar, Tjokorda Oka Artha Ardhana Sukawati, said that Bali has exceeded its carrying capacity in terms of water usage. He made the following points:

> PHRI-Bali estimates the current total number of rooms in Bali is 77,946.
> The estimated average consumption of water per person per day in metropolitan areas is 120 liters, while con-sumption in rural areas is put at only 60 liters.

> Because of tourism development, the average con-sumption of water per person per day in Bali as a whole is higher than the national average at 183 liters.

> The chief of the Denpasar Water Board (PDAM-Denpasar), Putu Gede Mahaputra, said when localized for just the southern part of Bali where most hotels are located, water consumption increases to an average 196 liters of water per day.

> Denpasar has a water demand of 1,440 liters of water per second against a total production by PDAM-Denpasar of 1,253 liters per second. This results in a water deficit in Denpasar of 187 liters per second. Over the course of a 24-hour period, Denpasar has a shortfall of 16.16 million liters.
   Tjokorda warned that Bali is dangerously ignoring limits on the island’s carrying capacity for new hotel rooms, at the risk of destroying Bali’s attractiveness as a tourist destination.   (
INDONESIA: VISA WAIVER TO 
BOOST GOLF TOURISM
[JG: 23.3.15] – GOLF courses often have devastating impacts on local communities and the environment. The courses swallow huge tracts of land that is needed for people’s livelihoods and food production. Moreover, courses require  excessive amounts of water and pesticides for maintenance, resulting in water shortages in neigh-bouring areas and air, water and soil pollution. For these and other reasons, golf tourism should not be promoted at all. 
   However, the Indonesian Golf Course Owners Associa-tion (APLGI) is intent to use the government’s new visa-free offer to 30 countries for the promotion of golf tourism in the country. “China, Japan, and South Korea are countries with the biggest markets for [Indonesia’s] golf courses,” APLGI secretary general Wahyu Afandi Harun said in a press statement. “Fortunately, these three countries are included in the list of nations to receive visa-free privileges. We are optimistic the number of tourists who come to Indonesia to play golf will double,” he added.

    Announced by Tourism Minister Arief Yahya, the new regulation now allows citizens of 45 countries to enter Indonesia for short-term visits without a visa. Arief said the ministry is ready to support APLGI in promoting golf tourism in the archipelago.

   Tourists on golfing holiday spend three times more money than the average vacationer, Wahyu added.

“Indonesia is home to many golf tourism destinations that don’t receive much [media] exposure, including those located in the Greater Jakarta area,” he said. “If we can create interesting [travel] packages, it will attract more recreational golfers to Indonesia.”

   More than one million travellers are projected to visit Asia specifically to play golf this year, with Southeast Asian countries as the more favored destinations. Indonesia has been appointed host country of the 4th Asia Golf Tourism Convention scheduled for April 27-30 in Jakarta. Golf tourism operators hope that the event will provide an opportunity to promote their business.   (
LAOS: ILLEGAL WILDLIFE TRADE 
IN THE GOLDEN TRIANGLE SEZ

[TG: 19.3.15] - LYING on the banks of the Mekong River, the Golden Triangle Special Economic Zone (SEZ) is a large resort city catering especially to Chinese tourists and run by the Hong Kong-based Kings Romans Group. The luxury casino provides the main draw, as gambling is illegal in China; but the resort also includes a shooting range, more than 70 shops and restaurants, gardens, spas, and a bustling trade in endangered species’ parts, according to a new report by the Environment Investigation Agency (EIA) titled ‘Sin City‘.  

   The report calls the zone a “lawless playground” with “not even a pretence of enforcement”. Indeed, even in a region of the world where wildlife trafficking is rampant and consumption of endangered species common, the report’s findings are shocking.

   At the ‘God of Fortune‘ restaurant, for example, under-cover investigators viewed a live, caged bear cub and python – both of which were “available to eat on request,” according to the report. The menu also openly included such fare as bear paw, monitor lizards, pangolins, geckos, and a variety of snakes and turtles. And one could wash all that down with a jar of purported tiger bone wine. 

   At another restaurant, ‘Fantasy Garrett‘, one can order something dubbed “sauté tiger meat”. The restaurant also displays a tiger skeleton with a sign advertising the restau-rant’s tiger wine, where crushed tiger bones are added or steeped in rice wine. 

   One could be skeptical, as tiger wine is sometimes faked. But the Golden Triangle SEZ actually has the tigers to back up their claims of being able to consume and drink the great cats. Undercover investigators with the EIA and the Educa-tion for Nature Vietnam (ENV), visited a tiger and bear farm inside the zone housing a total of 38 Asiatic bears – for eating – and 35 tigers. In the case of the tigers, this captive population – destined to be killed, defleshed, and mixed with rice wine – represents a larger population than all of Laos’ wild tigers.

   Across the SEZ’s shops, investigators found stuffed tigers and tiger skins, rhino horn shavings, beads and carvings from the helmeted hornbill, and a single leopard skin. Even the casino brandishes wildlife products, namely ivory. Investigators found “carved whole tusks, bangles, beaded bracelets, pendants and other trinkets” openly-displayed where gamblers hoped for luck. 

   Debbie Banks, the Head of the EIA’s Tiger Campaign, said “wealth and status are definitely the drivers of de-mand”. Experts are increasingly calling attention to the role of status in the illegal wildlife trade in this part of the world. As China – and much of East Asia – has experienced a runaway economic boom, snorting powdered rhino horn, displaying tiger skins, or purchasing ivory has become a way to flex one’s power and wealth.
   The Golden Triangle is a region in Southeast Asia criss-crossing three countries - Laos, Burma, and Thailand - and known for its massive opium and heroin production with a number of feuding drug lords to go with it. But the region has also become a tourist draw. Signs in the SEZ are in Mandarin, yuan is the main currency, and most workers are Chinese. The place even runs on Beijing time. 

   To take advantage of the region’s growing popularity, in 2007 Kings Romans Group entered into a 99-year lease for 10,000 ha in the region. The company was granted 3,000 of these hectares as a duty-free zone, dubbed the Golden Triangle SEZ. “The stated aim of the agreement is to attract foreign investment in trade and tourism to drive local econo-mic growth and alleviate poverty,” reads the EIA report.

   The tax-free zone has also enjoyed political patronage from Laos. Both the president and prime minister of Laos have visited along with the local governor. “The Chinese businesses and consumers are exploiting weak enforce-ment in Laos, but the Laos government can’t pretend they are ignorant of what is going on,” said Banks.
Watch the video ‘Sin City‘ at YouTube: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4GCHs-Vv84Y
MALAYSIA: CRITICAL COMMENTS ON PENANG BY A GERMAN TOURIST

The following is edited from a story by Zalinah Noordin [TRP: 28.3.15]

P

ristine white sandy beaches, good food, rows of pre-war houses with unique architecture awarded with the prestigious UNESCO World Heritage Site status reminiscent of that from a movie set…. these are some of the factors which drew German Georg Hoermann, 58, to Penang after having read about Penang’s attractions on the Internet and travel sites.

     However, after just two days of being on the island, the scientist spe-cializing in hydrologic technology said he felt let down and disappointed as “Penang is nothing but just another Disneyland”. Explaining what he meant, Hoermann said based on his observation, there was just too much development taking place on the island and the heritage houses he had visited gave him the impression it was not “heritage in its true sense”.

     “I came here to see for myself the unique architecture and to soak in some sun at the beach in Batu Feringghi, but I am very disappointed. Batu Feringghi is dead quiet during the day and the beach there is not like what was described to me. It is dirty and the water is too murky to swim in. And as I was walking through the streets of George Town, I noticed many nice buildings with beautiful architecture, but many are empty and in a sad state. There is no real life. My wife and I walked along the streets and there are rows after rows of cafés and eateries as well as homes that have been converted into hotels and then in between, there are some shops that are closed down and left in a state of neglect. I see more tourists here compared to locals, and then there’s the downside of George Town where there are many nice shops or houses, but I find them empty and abandoned. Why is this? I’m an avid photographer, but it is sad to photo-graph this,” asked Hoermann.
     He said from his observation, there was an imbalance going on in the tourist attraction places.

     “I could sense somehow that this whole heritage area is not ‘genuine’ and it is like a mini Disneyland where people wear costumes with the whole parade going on — that’s what I feel about the heritage site. They try to cram in everything together, and it ends up looking messy,” he said.

     Nevertheless, he said he was delighted to see barber shops, cobb-lers and furniture makers running businesses in old traditional shops. These are the things I wanted to photograph and show my friends back home as they are not available where I come from in Frankfurt,” he added.
    True enough, Hoermann’s thoughts echoed that of Penang Heritage Trust president Khoo Salma Nasution, who recently said that if not careful, George Town, especially the heritage area, might lose its soul with original resi-dents left with no choice but to move out, given the major increase in rental there. She said a survey had shown that George Town was now occupied by only 9,000 original residents as compared to its previous population of 50,000.

     “This has happened to many world heritage sites, where there are more tourists than locals, so tourists end up coming here to see more tourists,” said Khoo Salma.   (
MALAYSIA: PENANG RESIDENTS
REJECT CABLE CAR PROJECT

[TS: 19.4.15; FMT: 19.4.15] – LOCAL residents in Penang are not keen on the state government's plan to have a 3km mainland-to-island cable car project. The project, an-nounced by Chief Minister Lim Guan Eng on 15 April, led to a myriad of critical comments on Facebook.

   Many called for the idea to be dropped in favour of solutions to the island's traffic jam and improvements to the ferry service. The island's rush hour traffic snarl seemed to be on their minds as they wondered about the feasibility of such a cable car system, which is projected to transport 1,000 people per hour per direction by 2018.

   Nadhirah Rosdi posted: "No thanks. I prefer ferry or bridge over the cable car. Which is faster and cheaper and where do you expect us to park our cars? Can we bring our cars along using the cable car? Just upgrade the ferry service."

   "Waste of money. The two bridges are more than enough. Don't copy Singapore. Sentosa Island is purely a tourist attraction so it's worth for them to have cable car. Penang to mainland doesn't make any sense," wrote Santhiskumari Ramalingam.
   A heritage lobby group has linked the cable car project to a proposed development of a transport hub on reclaimed land in the South Channel that would devastate Middle Bank, one of the last remaining homes of sea grass and abundant marine life.

   Several Facebook users showed that they were aware that the ferry service came under the purview of the Federal Govern​ment and called on Lim to work with Kuala Lumpur to enhance the service.
   Meanwhile, Chief Minister Lim said the proposed Sky Cab was a tourism product, not a public transport system, only days after saying that the system would lessen dependence on cars and be an alternative form of travel. “It is obviously not related to public transport as it can only carry 10 passengers in one cabin. We have to stress this fact because we may have problems to obtain a licence if the project is deemed a public transport project,” he said.

   “We should look at it as a tourism product which will also play a role as a soft alternative to public transport,” he said. His apparent back-tracking on the project came after a news report quoted Transport Minister Liow Tiong Lai as saying that the ministry had yet to receive an application from the Penang government on the cable-car proposal.   (
‘VISIT PHILIPPINES YEAR 2015‘

[TPS: 9.4.15; PDI: 10.4.15] - President Aquino has ordered a more aggressive tourism campaign as the country hosts the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) Summit this year and the ASEAN Tourism Forum in 2016, declaring 2015 as ‘Visit the Philippines Year‘ (VPY). “There is a need to consolidate the activities and products of the public and private sectors into one calendar of events to showcase the outstanding work of Filipinos in music and arts, (contd. p.6)  
NATURE AND TOURISM IN THE PHILIPPINES

The following is edited from a commentary by Errol A. Gatumbato [VDS: 13.4.15]

D

uring the recent Holy Week, based on some mainstream media reports and those circulating in social networking sites in the internet, many of our more popular tourism areas were congested with the influx of thousands of visitors. These sites included Baguio City, Sagada in Mountain Province, Boracay, Tagaytay, Coron, El Nido, Puerto Princesa, and Subic Bay, to name some. 

     The growing number of visitors in many tourism destinations has also prompted the increasing construction of tourism facili-ties, like hotels, restaurants, shopping centers, and other recreatio-nal amenities. The proliferation of beach and mountain resorts has been an increasing trend these days. 

      There are also islands that have been transformed into exclu-sive hotels and resorts. However, many of these developments tend to focus on the traditional and mass tourism, with little or even no considerations for the fragility of ecosystems where they are located. One good example is the development in Boracay, which many have pointed out, is no longer within the limit of its carrying capacity, especially with the phenomenon of algal bloom during summer in the area. The algal bloom is attributed to unsanitary and improper sewage disposal system in the island. 

     The development in some other sites has also altered the natural and scenic landscape. For instance, Baguio is now pro-liferating with housing and other infrastructures, and Tagaytay is also following with numerous housing subdivisions being constructed on its ridges. There is also one popular mountain resort in Negros Occidental that has obstructed the scenic view of a forested protected area. 

     While it is true that tourism has potential to fuel our local and national economy, it is also important to consider that investment in tourism should always include nature protection and conserva-tion. The term ‘ecotourism‘ has become popular, and some investors are using it in promoting their tourism sites, when, in fact, what they have established is not within the context of ecotourism. 

     It is worth noting that many of our tourism destinations capita-lize on nature as main attractions, may it be pristine coral reef, white and crystal clear beaches, lush forest, gorgeous rivers and waterfalls, beautiful mountain landscape, and many others. It is, therefore, important that these natural attractions be protected and conserved once they are being utilized for tourism purposes.   (
... lifestyle and entertainment, sports and adventure, business and history and culture as well as unveil the many historic treasures, natural wonders and unforgettable adventures of the country,” he said.
   The President said the Philippines’ hosting of APEC this year and the ASEAN Tourism Forum in 2016 would both serve to promote the country as venue for meetings, conventions and exhibitions in the Asia-Pacific.

   Sonia Mendoza, president of the environmental watchdog group EcoWaste Coalition, said in a statement on occasion of the VPY, “We should not only prepare for a colorful and vibrant welcome for our visitors, domestic and foreign, but also ensure that they bring home beautiful images and stories of how we respect Mother Earth and take care of our surroundings.” 

   She suggested that the VPY was a good opportunity to campaign against littering. “We need to turn the tide on litter now and not wait until we get the most embarrassing distinction of being the most-littered country in Asia and the world,” she said.   ( 
PHILIPPINES: DETERIORATION OF
IFUGAO RICE TERRACES CONTINUES 

[TPS: 15.4.15] - THE famed Ifugao Rice Terraces, inscribed as a World Heritage Site by UNESCO continue to dete-riorate at a fast rate. According to Banaue town Mayor Jerry Dalipog, 332 of the 1,600ha of the rice terraces have been damaged, which highlights the loss of a great cultural heritage.

   Dalipog said earthworms have again invaded the terraces. There is also the local tradition of dividing land among heirs, he added. But the biggest factor, the mayor said, is that many farmers have abandoned their terraces as irrigation has become limited.

   The Banaue municipal government started restoration in different areas of the town in 2012 with funding from the Department of Agriculture. “We only have limited funds, so instead of paying for (tourism) promotion, we’re using the funds for restoration,” Dalipog said.

   Restoration efforts include the chawa, a local practice where landowners and farmers share farm tending and produce. So far, they have restored an aggregate of 2ha in Barangays Poitan, Bocos, Batad, View Point and Poblacion.

   Dalipog said local efforts in the terraces restoration are not purely tourism-related, but are also for the environment, agriculture and the preservation of their traditional practices.

   Aside from the rice terraces, the municipal government also maintains its pinugo or muyong (communal forests). Recently, some 150ha were planted with non-fruit bearing trees and 50ha with fruit-bearing trees with funding from the Development Bank of the Philippines.  (
THAILAND: GOLF RESORTS ACCUSED
OF ENCROACHING ON FOREST LAND
[PG: 8.4.15; TN: 22.4.15] - THE Office of Public Sector Anti-Corruption Commission (PACC) has found that Bonanza businesses, owned by former politician Paiwong Taecha-narong and his family, have encroached on forestland. Paiwong and his family have operated various businesses including a resort, a speedway, and a golf course, in Pak Chong district, Nakhon Ratchasima province. Together, their business empire spans over 640ha of land, but they reportedly had just six land-rights documents. Police decided to press charges against three executives of Bonanza.
    Another big business in Pak Chong being investigated for alleged encroachment is the Kirimaya Golf Resort Spa. The deputy permanent secretary for Justice, Dusadee Arawuit, said an ongoing probe suggests that Kirimaya bought 36 plots of land via auctions held by the Legal Execution Department. These plots came to the department through the collapse of embezzlement-hit Bangkok Bank of Commerce and cover over 224ha rai in Pak Chong.
   "Still, if the land right documents are found to have been illegitimately issued, we will have to revoke them," Dusadee said, adding that relevant authorities would investigate further to nail down who was behind the issuing of land-rights deeds held by the Bonanza speedway and Kirimaya Resort.  "If the same government officials are behind the issuance, there is a possibility that they may have illegiti-mately issued land-right documents for other plots of land too," he said.
   Meanwhile, Second Army Area chief Lt General Tawat Sookplang said the military was ready to support relevant authorities in their work to reclaim state land that had been encroached upon. He claimed the Second Army Area had successfully reclaimed almost 18,000ha of forestland in seven northeastern provinces since the military’s take-over in May 2014.   (
THAILAND: ANDAMAN TOURISM 
FACES RESTRICTIONS

[BP: 12.3.15]  – AUTHORITIES  are coming up with measures to control the number of tourists visiting some of the Andaman Sea’s famous islands in a bid to limit damage to the environment. Natural Resources and Environment Minister, General Dapong Rattanasuwan, said in March he had given officials at the National Park, Wildlife and Plant Conservation Department (DNP) two weeks to take action. “It is high time that measures to regulate tourism in marine national parks in the Andaman Sea are introduced,“ Dapong said.
   The minister announced the plan at a press conference after receiving a worrisome report. DNP officials had informed him that Koh Tachai, part of Mu Koh Similan National Park in Phang Nga province, is at risk of environmental destruction, in the form of dying coral and mounting garbage, resulting from a surge in the number of tourists.

   According to a DNP source, Koh Tachai can only accom-modate 70 tourists per day, but actually several hundred tourists have been visiting the island on a daily basis. Other small islands in Mu Koh Similan National Park are facing similar problems.
   Minister Dapong said told his staff the government relies on tourist revenue to develop the country, so measures introduced and implemented should be sensitive to this matter. He added that he would assign the Marine and Coastal Resources Department to provide training on the protection of marine ecological systems for national park employees so they would have a better understanding of how to take care of the environment.

   Meanwhile, DNP chief Nipon Chotiban said that marine experts, a representative from the Royal Thay Navy, governors from six Andaman-coastal provinces, as well as representatives from the tourism industry and NGOs would be invited to help authorities come up with measures.   (
THAILAND: PROPOSALS TO IMPROVE
MARINE NATIONAL PARKS
[TN: 26.3.15] - EVIDENCE has shown that uncontrolled tourism has ruined the underwater ecology of the Andaman Sea, an academic forum on the maritime tourism crisis at Kasetsart University was told on 24 March. The information and proposals  brought up at the forum were then presented to the Natural Resources and Environment Ministry and the National Park, Wildlife and Plant Conservation Department.
   Thon Thamrongnawasawat, a leading marine biologist and National Reform Council (NRC) member, presented aerial photos of Phi Phi Le Bay in Krabi province that showed corals reefs that were still intact in 2002 had totally vanished in 2015. He said mismanagement of marine national parks was the main cause of the coastal ecology's destruction. "This is a total failure of natural conservation and sustainable tourism," he said, adding that urgent reforms were needed. 
   Firstly, Thon proposed the establishment of a Marine National Park Bureau under the National Park, Wildlife and Plant Conservation Department. "A transparent and justifiable process of selecting marine park top officials should also be in place because such positions were fought over by people who might resort to using bribes and connections with powerful supporters," he said. 
   As there is a lack of participation by tourism agencies, experts and locals in conservation and management, Thon then  suggested to establish a committee on marine national park strategies, comprising representatives of all concerned parties. He said the committee could help take care of nature conservation, tourism management, and identifying, monitoring and studying urgent matters. In order to properly monitor work progress in parks, he said, there should also be inspections by outside experts twice a year.
   Under the committee on marine national park strategies, there would be three working committees, according to Thon. As there was a lack of proper tourism management in marine national parks, he proposed to set up a working committee on marine national park tourism management to work towards sustainable tourism.
   Furthermore, he proposed the establishment of a working committee on human resource management as experts in marine science, marine ecology and eco-tourism among the national park employees are lacking.
   Finally, there should also be a working committee on community participation to improve cooperation between local  communities,  tourism  agencies and the national park. (
VIETNAM’S TOURISM DOWNFALL
[TTN: 23.3.15+6.4.15; TNN: 14.4.15] - THE number of international tourists choosing to spend their holidays in Vietnam dropped 10.6% compared to the January-February period last year, according to the Vietnam National Administration of Tourism. Outdated, undiversified tourism products, a polluted environment, and insufficient support information for tourists should be to blame, industry insiders argue.

   Ngo Nguyen Thuy Oanh has nearly 20 years of experience in guiding tourists on river tours in the Mekong Delta province of Tien Giang, and she can clearly feel the gloomy cloud hanging over the tourism industry there. 

   “Japanese tourists are nowhere to be seen whereas Western visitors are even harder to find,” Oanh said as she accompanied a group of vacationers on a boat to Thoi Son Isle, a popular attraction in the southern province that is only 65km away from Ho Chi Minh City. “At this time last year we were more than busy,” Oanh said while waiting for the holidaymakers to enjoy honey tea on the isle, a service she said has remained in the travel itinerary for nearly two decades.

   Carlo Campisrn, an Italian backpacker, and his girlfriend spent four weeks travelling across Vietnam, but the two were not really impressed by the places they visited, from Sapa, Hanoi and Ha Long Bay in the north, to Hue and Hoi An in the central region. He said Vietnam has many attractions but their appeal is not strong enough for tourists to make a return trip, The Italian did not conceal the fact that he had no thought of returning to Vietnam, as many of the country’s beautiful landscapes are polluted. Rubbish was floating on the UNESCO-recognized Ha Long Bay, and scattered around many streets in Hanoi, he elaborated.

   European tourists on four cruise ships that recently arrived in Vietnam insisted on skipping Ha Long Bay. They said “the boats were ugly and the security was poor,” said Phan Xuan Anh, director of the company which operates the tour.

   Many travel agents warn that Vietnam’s tourism may crash as foreigners are flying to new destinations in the region, instead of tolerating a country they are no longer curious about.

   “The traffic gets worse, the pollution gets worse, the beaches contain more and more trash everywhere,” commented Christian Krüper on a Facebook page that gathers expats living in Ho Chi Minh City. “This country could be really wonderful if the mindset of the people would just change a little,” he said, apparently referring to the way tourism authorities handle the drop in the number of foreign tourists.   (
VIETNAM: DOES HALONG BAY 
NEED AN AIRPORT?
[TTR-W:19.3.15]: QUANG Ninh provincial administration has approved a plan to build an airport to boost tourism  in Halong Bay. According to a local media report, the airport project is just one of a number of mega-projects under consideration. Quang Ninh airport with a US$349.52 million terminal will be built close to the Van Don Economic Zone, the report said. Quang Ninh is 182 km east of Hanoi.

   The 288.38ha airport will be able to serve 2 million passengers a year, with a runway capable of handling aircraft up to the size of a Boeing B777. Construction would take two years, and it is estimated it would take about 45 years for the developers to recoup their investment.

   The Quang Ninh airport project received the go-ahead from Prime Minister Nguyen Tan Dung in July 2014. A group of investors, including Joinus Vietnam Co, Posco E&C and Korea Airports Corporations has shown interest in the project, and Quang Ninh province will cover part of the US$34.02 million cost for site clearance. 
   Tourist attractions in the area are already affected by over-development and pollution. Yet, tourism promoters hope that the airport will help to channel more visitors to Halong Bay and Van Don Island.   ( 
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