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SOUTHEAST ASIAN ‘BOAT PEOPLE’ CRISIS SPIRALLING OUT OF CONTROL

[AJ: 20.6.15; MT: 8.6.15; SO: 31.5.15] – WHILE the Mediterra-nean region is turning from a holiday ‘heaven‘ into a huge graveyard for refugees, the Southeast Asian Andaman region that is being promoted as a tropical paradise is also facing a humanitarian crisis of epic proportions, triggered by racial riots in Burma.

   Burma has been home to the Rohingya, a Muslim mino-rity ethnic group in a mainly Buddhist country. There are an estimated 1.3 million of them, but they have struggled to gain recognition as citizens in their own country. They were even excluded from the latest national census in Burma. For decades, they have suffered various forms of persecution and marginalization, but recent years have seen a spike in human rights abuses against the Rohingya in Burma. 

   Up to 140,000 Rohingyas, mostly from Rakhine state, are reported to have left their homes in search of safety in neighbouring countries. The refugee crisis has been compounded by Bangladeshi citizens escaping crushing poverty at home in search of a better life in more prosperous countries. 

   As the number of Rohingya refugees has recently dra-matically increased due to communal violence in Burma, some Southeast Asian states recently began to push back the refugees into the high seas. The crisis came to the international forefront in May, when several thousand desperately hungry, sickly and tormented people were stuck stateless in a maritime wilderness, unable to land in Thailand, Indonesia and Malaysia. 
   Seeking a coordinated response, regional governments held high-level talks and tried to step up pressure on Burma to change its course and provide protection and citizenship rights to the Rohingya minority group. Former Malaysian PM Dr Mahathir Mohamad even suggested that Burma should be expelled from ASEAN.  “Countries like these only give us (ASEAN) a bad name. So if you want to commit genocide, leave ASEAN,” Mahathir said. 

   While the debate continues with various international organizations weighing in, the business community in Burma is worried about the economic impacts of the international condemnation of Burma’s inhumane treat-ment of the Rohingyas. The ongoing climate of ethnic cleansing and outsized military influence in Burma is likely to seriously affect the country’s tourism industry.
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   The public in Thailand and Malaysia has finally woken up to the cruel plight faced by refugees and migrant workers. The most shocking event was the discovery of 139 grave sites on the Thai-Malaysian border, where not only were Rohingya detention camps found, there was also evidence of torture – bullets and metal chains near the grave sites.

   Inconceivably, Datuk Seri Shahidan Kassim, a Malaysian Minister in the Prime Minister's Department, who visited one of the campsites, suggested that it had good potential to become a tourist attraction. He was quoted in Star Online as saying: "It is the largest camp among the 16 campsites we found and is located around 100m from the border. Everything is still intact. There was a surau (prayer hall), a wooden mosque, a house for an imam, vegetable farm and much more. There was also some Thai writing inside the mosque.” He added: "Let tourists see where it all happened. With this as a new tourism spot, it will also deter human trafficking activities from taking place as there will be more people coming in and out." 

   Richard Javad Heydarian, a specialist in Asian geo-political/economic affairs, suggested in an Al Jazeera article that the ASEAN region is a  far cry from fully realizing its ideal of becoming a multicultural, sharing and caring community. He wrote:
    “The lack of high-level representation among regional states… underlined the limits of the gathering in pressuring Myanmar [Burma] to take responsibility for the crisis. It is also not clear how the region seeks to battle organized trafficking networks. 

   Since 2009, Myanmar's military regime has embarked on a process of political liberalization… There was some genuine hope that Myanmar will eventually transition into a democracy. But the unfolding humanitarian crisis has ex-posed the follies of such rose-tinted expectations, forcing some Western countries to reconsider their premature embrace of so-called democratic reforms by a regime that denies citizenship to a 1.3 million people from a minority group, which has been suffering an escalating campaign of persecution in recent years…  It's high time for regional governments to step up to the challenge and address this humanitarian crises head on.”   (
BURMA: INLE LAKE JOINS LIST 
OF U.N. BIOSHERE SITES

[MT: 11.6.15] – INLE Lake, one of Burma’s prime tourist destinations, has been added to the World Network of Biosphere Reserves. Forestry department officials are hoping that the decision will result in both improvements to the environment and a fresh influx of visitors to the area.

   The long-awaited decision was taken by the International Coordinating Council of UNESCO’s Man and the Biosphere Programme (MAB) in Paris on 9 June. Biosphere reserves are places designed to learn about sustainable develop-ment that reconcile the conservation of biodiversity with the sustainable use of natural resources. There are now 651 such sites in 120 countries, of which Inle Lake is the first to be designated in Burma.

   UNESCO said the Inle Lake biosphere reserve covered a total of 489,721 ha. The wetland ecosystem of the freshwater lake is home to 267 species of birds – of which 82 are wetland birds – 43 species of freshwater fishes, otters and turtles. Diverse flora and fauna species are recorded and the lake is reported to be the nesting place for the globally endangered Sarus crane (Grus antigone). In addition to its ecological importance, Inle Lake is also unique for the way the local inhabitants have adapted their lifestyle to the environment. Farmers from one of the dominant ethnic groups in the region, the Intha, practice floating island agriculture, locally called ye chan. Inle Lake and its watershed provide several ecosystem services, on which local people depend, including clean air, clean water, a cooler climate, fish stocks and other resources.
   Ministry director general U Nyi Nyi Kyaw said that the designation as part of the Man and Biosphere project would help long-term development, conserve varieties of species and cultures, and aid research into the connections between humans and the environment. Now it is hoped that Burma will receive assistance in conservation techniques as well as possible financial support, said U Naing Zaw Tun of the Forest Department. “If the lake is identified as a world-standard heritage site, it will also stimulate tourism,” he added.

   The coveted designation comes amid expert warnings that the lake could disappear, as climate change and pollution that is to a large extent caused by tourism-related activities take their toll. The lake now covers only half its previous extent, as deforestation and silting have shrunk its surface from 134 sq-miles to 63. Senior programme adviser Igor Bosc of the UNDP, which is working with the Ministry of Environmental Conservation and Forestry on an Inle Lake conservation and rehabilitation project, expressed the opinion that a major programme of public awareness-raising was required. “The water level has decreased a lot over the past 70 years, while the amount of silt has risen higher and higher. If the lake community continues as usual, the lake could disappear within a century. We need to do more,” he said.   (
BURMA: MANDALAY DUMPS PLASTIC BAGS
[TTR-W: 11.6.15] - MANADALY’S city officials announced that they will encourage tourism and shopping establish-ments to abolish plastic shopping bags and use alternatives that are more environmentally friendly.

   Global New Light of Myanmar  reported that the Mandalay City Development Committee (MCDC) discussed how to become a plastic bag free city at a recent meeting with owners of restaurants, teashops, pubs and hotels.

   The city is facing a massive challenge to deal with household garbage, but the expansion of tourism is adding to the city’s problems dealing with the tons of plastic bags visitors leave behind.

   MCDC member, Dr Thwin Kyaw Kyaw, outlined plans to eliminate the use of plastic and polyethylene bags and urged business owners to  keep the city clean through proper waste disposal. 
   Plastic bags have been produced in Burma for more than 20 years. Since 2009 manufacturers have been required to stamp the words “Reduce, Reuse and Recycle” on all plastic bags. A government programme of distributing free non-recyclable plastic bags in Mandalay began also in 2009.

   However, plastic bags are only the tip of the iceberg. Like so many destinations in Southeast Asia that are dotted with hotels and other tourist facilities, they lack even a basic garbage collection service.   (
BURMA: RESORTS TO MUSHROOM 
IN MERGUI ARCHIPELAGO

[MT: 13.5.15; dpa: 27.5.15; WCD: 15.5.15] - THE Burmese government is to allow tourism resorts in one of its most unspoiled regions, the Mergui archipelago in the Andaman Sea, officials recently announced. 
   There are 27 local companies and joint ventures awaiting approval from the Myanmar Investment Commission for new projects in the region that consists of 800 islands, according to Sai Kyaw Ohn, deputy minister for hotels and tourism. "The [Mergui] region has a lot of potential to be a new tourism destination as most of the islands are untouched and have coral reefs," he said. "We hope these can attract ecotourists and divers."
   However, the area has a unique biodiversity, which is under serious threat. Therefore, Flora & Fauna International (FFI) proposed last year to establish a Marine Protected Area (MPA) in the Mergui archipelago.

   There are also concerns about the future for the 2000 Moken sea people who call the region their home. They are known as ‘Salons‘ inside Burma. Win Myo Thu, chairman of local environmental NGO, Ecodev, warned: ''The projects will destroy the natural beauty and ways of life in the area if the authorities and developers do not take environmental aspects into consideration.''
  On 13 May 2015, the Myanmar Times reported that the Singapore-based company Zochwell Group Pte Ltd was on the way to sign a contract for a US$1.2-billion US dollar casino resort project on Salon Island in Mergui archipelago. The land has already been put aside for commercial use. The Zochwell firm will have a lease for 50 years for the land. They will also be given the option to extend the contract twice for an additional 10 years.

   Mr Chin the chief commercial officer for the Zochwell group, said that the company will be signing the lease for the land and the build, operate and transfer terms in the next month with the Chief Minister. They are just waiting for the Attorney General’s office to approve the agreement, and then they will need the approval of the Myanmar Investment Commission.

   Zochwell‘s LuxDream Island project on Salon Island is branded “the next Phuket” and will feature a high-end marina, a golf course, luxury hotels and a theme park. The plan also features a casino, which has been approved in principal but also  awaits the approval of the Myanmar Investment Commission, according to Mr Chin.

  However, U Hlwan Moe, who is the assistant director of Myanmar’s Ministry of Hotels and Tourism in Mergui said that he was not aware of the project and that they will need to get approval from his department as well.  (
CAMBODIA: A HUSTLE AND GRIND FOR TOURIST DOLLARS

The following is edited from a story by Phorn Bopha [VOA Khmer: 30.5.15]

M

ore than two million tourists visit the city of Siem Reap and nearby temples of Angkor Wat each year. But for vendors and other businesses here, that means more and more competition. For many, the bottom line is that they make less money, despite the increased flow of tourists.

     Outside the Kravan Temple, book seller Srey Neang, 17, said she had been doing this job for seven years, and in that time, the price people are willing to pay her per book has been cut in half, from US$2 to US$1. “I sell less stuff than before,” she said. “And I can’t sell them for as high a price.” Meanwhile, the number of vendors has increased, from about four around the temple to 10, she said.

     In and around the famed temples, crowded with hawkers selling books, jewelry and other trinkets, many tell the same story. And that goes for the town of Siem Reap, as well. Mabendra Amarasinque, the owner of an Indian restaurant along the bustling Pop Street, said the arrival of tourists con-tinues, year by year, but the number of restaurants is growing. “Now they’re everywhere,” he said. “The customers are spread everywhere. We’ve got less customers.” Amarasinque added that he had to lower his prices, even though costs of his ingredients and spices are more. “Now they have tourist-style food for tourists,” he said.

     Kong Sophearak, the Ministry of Tourism’s director of statistics and information, said more tourists are coming to Cambodia — about 4.5 mio in 2014, compared to 4.2 mio the year before. They spend most of their money on accommodation, though shopping, food and travel are all a part of it too. In Siem Reap, the number increased slightly, from 2.23 million in 2013 to 2.35 million in 2014.

     Ho Vandy, co-chair of the Govern-ment - Private Sector Working Group, said tourist spending is getting spread across more and more vendors and businesses, decreasing profits. Not everyone is losing out, however. Some vendors have been lucky and found ways to increase sales to tourists.

     “Now there are many tourists,” said Uy Sopheak, who sells clothes to visi-tors at Bantey Kdei temple. “Even Russians are coming. Malaysians too. Before, we did not have Malaysians.”
     Yet, many vendors, who are trying to eke out a living from tourism, are in trouble. On Pop Street, where tourists hang out for drinks and food and shop-ping after a day at Angkor Wat, Srey Roth, 23, watches tourists stroll past her fruit shake cart. She’s seen a huge decrease in business. “Before I could sell from 70 to 80 shakes, but these days I sell only about 30 glasses,” she said. “It’s quiet.”   (

INDONESIA: REFORMS NEEDED TO PROTECT BALI’S AGRICULTURE-BASED CULTURE

[BD: 24.5.15] - THE Chairman of the Bali-Indonesia Hindu Society (PHDI), Professor Dr. Gusti Ngurah Sudiana, recently told a tourism forum that tourism development has fundamentally affected the lives of Balinese people. In the same forum, Sudiana called for steps to be taken to protect and preserve traditional land usage to prevent all available land from being usurped by the tourism industry. Sudiana’s comments were delivered at a discussion with the theme “New Tourism Destinations Based on Local Wisdom” held at the Bali House of Representatives (DPRD-Bali) on 21 May 2015.
   Sudiana said the people of Bali face a major challenge in retaining agricultural lands to their original use and pre-venting conversion of these lands for tourism purposes. This is of special concern, said Sudiana, as the backbone of Bali tourism is the island‘s agriculture-based culture.
   “Recently, there has been an increasing shift in land usage in Bali. Farmlands are being redirected to tourism and residential use. At the same time, the people of Bali have an obligation to preserve their culture, including the retention of traditional agricultural lands,” explained Sudiana, who is also a Professor at Denpasar’s Hindu University (IHDN).
   “I see that Bali’s farmers are now considerably older than 45-years-old and primarily live in village settings. Mean-while, those living in urban settings bring pressure to change land from agricultural usage. I am worried that if farmers in Bali change their professions, then the traditional subak (water distribution system) will eventually disappear,” he explained.

    In order to help revitalize and preserve Bali’s agriculture, Sudiana suggested: “If the government is bold enough to exempt agricultural lands from property tax, this would mean that the government is taking an active role in preserving these lands. In the current condition, farmers must pay high taxes due to the higher value of lands shifting to tourism pursuits. We should not be surprised that these land owners are now selling or renting out their lands for tourism use.”   (
BALI’S OCEAN AIRPORT PROJECT 
SET TO MAKE WAVES

[APP: 26.5.15] - CANADIAN investors have come up with a spectacular plan to build a floating airport on a beach off Kubutambahan in Buleleng in Bali in order to supplement the Ngurah Rai International Aiport in Denpasar. The US$3-billion master plan for the scheme was presented by the Canadian Airport Kinesis Consulting (AKC) to the regent of Buleleng on 20 May. 

   I Made Mangku, who spoke on behalf of AKC, said that the airport would be constructed on 1,400 ha of reclaimed water area. He added that the airport would have two runways. A 125-m bridge would be built to connect the airport to the mainland.
   "According to the master plan, part of the beach will be reclaimed but will not be converted into an island and water will continue to float under the airport. Construction will be supported by concrete piles," he said.
   Indonesia’s transport authorities had previously cited Kubutambahan as being the most likely site for Bali’s second airport, but this is the first time plans for a floating airport have been revealed. The location is approximately 70km north of the existing Ngurah Rai International Airport at Denpasar, and the new airport is likely to be connected to the island’s southern resort areas by road and rail links. However, no timeline for the project was made available. 
   Ngurah Rai International Airport in Denpasar will receive an estimated 20-million passengers by 2015, which will exceed its current capacity. Therefore, the Bali provincial administration has agreed to build an additional airport in Buleleng.
   Listening to the explanation of AKC consultants led by Trade Commissioner of the Canadian Embassy, Tommy Ruslim, the Regent of Buleleng said: “The airport itself has been definitely determined in Kubutambahan, Buleleng, and there are many first class paddy fields. So if it to be sacrificed, I was worried would disrupt food production there.” The Regent then claimed that by building the new airport on top of the ocean and by having a reclamation area of about 600 ha, there would not be any negative impacts on the surrounding farmland.
   AKC representative Shad Serroune explained the planned airport development in North Bali to the Indonesian media. For the construction of the floating airport that will carry the name Dwijendra International Airport, approximately 134 million cubic meter soil will be needed, he said. He added that in addition to the airport, the project also includes the construction of hospitals, education and training centers. To drum up support for the mega-project, Shad Serroune promised that the airport would be built and operated according to an environmentally friendly concept, and it would provide many new jobs for locals.  (   

’FOR BALI‘ WINS ROLLING STONE EDITOR’S CHOICE AWARD

[BD: 31.5.15] – THE environmental activist network ForBali that has been fighting the reclamation and a massive tourism development at Benoa Bay, won recognition in the category of “People Power” in Rolling Stone Indonesia’s Editors’ Choice Awards announced on 29 May 2015.
   Rolling Stone presented the award to ForBALI and the anti-reclamation movement that has inspired the younger generation to care for the environment and stage sophisticated protests using cultural performance in order to state their opposition. Accepting the award on behalf of ForBALI and a number of organizations joining it in the protest was I Wayan Gendo Suardana, chairman of Walhi's Bali chapter, and the Walhi representative from Jakarta.
   In his acceptance speech Gendo said: “In the end, this movement that started with only tens of people, has managed to inspire our younger generation…This award belongs to everyone who is opposing the reclamation of Benoa Bay: ForBali in Lampung, Bandung, Jakarta, Klaten, Solo, East Java, Sulawesi, Kalimantan and other places, including supporters of our movement living overseas in Australia, Europe, Germany, Japan and the U.S.A.”
   Gendo continued to say: “I ask everyone in attendance to assist us because we are fighting a terrible force. Without friends this movement has nothing. This is a battle for civilization. We ask you help via the social media or other media, or via artistic works – such as photos and paintings.” 

   He concluded his speech by calling on President Joko Widodo to urgently revoke Presidential Decree No. 51 of 2014, authorizing the project and hurriedly issued by President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono in the waning days of his Presidency.  (  

MALAYSIA: ACTIVISTS DEMAND HARSH PENALTIES FOR ENVIRONMENTAL CRIMINALS

[FMT: 17.6.15; MMO: 5.6.15] – THE Penang Citizens Aware-ness Chant Group wants the Attorney-General to introduce tougher penalties to punish environmental criminals. The group’s coordinator Yan Lee said Penang currently faced massive environmental degradation following 34 illegal land clearings that took place across the state since 2008. Despite the massive illegal earthworks, he said, only five companies behind the environmental terrorism had ever been charged and punished. He warned that environmental criminals no longer fear development laws as “if the worse comes to the worst”, they only need to pay a token fine for their offences.

   Yan noted that the Street, Building and Drainage Act 1974 did not impose heavy penalties on unscrupulous deve-lopers. No individual company directors or landowners have ever been charged and jailed for their destructive environ-mental crime. “The laws must be reviewed to have harsher penalties to punish these environmental destroyers,” he said. 

   In the Bukit Laksamana area in Teluk Bahang, Yan continued to say, the landowner and developer of holiday chalets were undaunted by  two stop-work orders issued by the Penang Island Municipal Council (MBPP) and a court order.

   The citizens group‘s advisor Jimmy Lim warned that Penang island may face massive landslides and floods if the illegal land clearing and development at the water catchment area in Bukit Laksamana was not stopped immediately. “The affected forested highland, which is a water catchment area, should be preserved,” he said.
   Meanwhile, another environmental organization, Sahabat Alam Malaysia (SAM), called on the Penang state govern-ment to order an immediate halt to the Bukit Laksamana project. Its president, S.M. Mohamed Idris, said it was unthinkable that such a construction project could be sited in a catchment area. “A construction project cannot be located in an area designated as a catchment zone to get rain water to fill our dams,” he said.

   Mr. Idris added that developers may be encouraged to breach all development-related laws as they may think they could escape with a token fine. “The state government has not been stringent in enforcement to prevent environmental degradation.  It has to take strict measures to penalize environment criminals who illegally clear forests and hills,” he said. (  
PHILIPPINES: BYE BYE BORACAY? ‘ISLAND HIGHLY ENGANGERED‘, 
SAYS JICA

[PS: 5.6.15; CNN-PH: 8.6.15; PDI: 9.6.15] - A Japanese government agency is sounding the alarm of an "imminent loss" of Boracay's marine and coastal ecosystems if the status quo prevails. In a five-year study of the tourist spot, the Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA) and a group of Japanese and Filipino scientists discovered that the island's coral reef ecosystem has been seriously degraded by tourism-related activities.

   The study is part of a larger JICA project called Coastal Ecosystem Conservation and Adaptive Management (CECAM). Aside from Boracay, CECAM has covered other pilot sites that have their own ecosystem challenges, such as Bolinao in Pangasinan, Puerto Galera in Mindoro Oriental, Taklong in Guimaras, Naawan in Misamis Orien-tal, Laguna Lake and Manila Bay in Metro Manila.

   After analyzing satellite images, the team calculated that coral cover in Boracay declined by 70.5% between 1988 to 2011. They also noted that that the highest decline over the 23-year period happened between 2008 to 2011, as tourist arrivals rose by 38.4%. The study attributes the destruction to unmonitored snorkeling and diving actives in Boracay's coral-rich areas.

   Because of the decline, JICA also said that the island is experiencing beach erosion — consequently endangering its white sand shoreline. Coral reefs prevent erosion by lessening the impact of strong waves to the beach, the agency said.

"[W]e hope that LGUs [local government units] and policy makers will be able to use scientific and technological data from the project [CECAM] to address critical environment issues affecting the study's pilot sites," JICA Senior Representative Takahiro Morita said in a statement. CECAM scientist Miguel Fortes from the University of the Philippines (UP) also noted the "alarming" decrease of water quality in the eastern part of the island. JICA said that the water there was unsafe for swimming and other human activities. In addition, the direct discharge of untreated waste water near the shore could spur algal blooms and further coral reef deterioration. The agency has installed CCTV camera along the beach for real-time monitoring of wave conditions and observation of algal blooms.

   "It's very crucial that the sustainability of Boracay's environment will not be exchanged for short-term economic gains," commented CECAM scientist Ariel Blanco, adding, "We hope to continue the work with planners and policy makers on Boracay to help conserve the coastal environment."   (
PHILIPPINES: VERDE ISLAND PASSAGE – SANCTUARY UNDER THREAT
The following is an edited version of a commentary by Adelle Chua [MST: 14.6.15]

I

f you take a map of the Philippines, you would see a strip of water be-tween Luzon and Mindoro Islands. This is called the Verde Island Pas-sage (VIP) Marine Corridor, with an area of approximately 1.14 million ha. The corridor spans the provinces of Batangas, Mindoro Occidental, Mindoro Oriental, Marinduque and Romblon. It has been identified by scientists as “the center of the center of marine shore fish diversity in the world.”

      According to Conservation Interna-tional, “more than half of the Philip-pines’ documented fish species can be found here. Numerous studies con-tinue to yield discoveries of species that are new to science, further underscoring the global biological significance of this area.”

     On 18 December 2006, President Gloria Macapagal Arroyo issued Executive Order (EO) 578 – “estab-lishing the national policy on biological diversity, prescribing its implemen-tation throughout particularly in Sulu Sulawesi Marine Ecosystem and the Verde Island Passage Marine Corri-dor.” The EO reiterates the constitutio-nal provision protecting and advancing the right of the people to a balanced and healthy ecology, and emphasizes that the Philippines is a party to vari-ous multilateral environmental agree-ments to conserve biological diversity. This is, the EO adds, to ensure and secure the well-being of present and future generations of Filipinos.

     And amazingly, the California Aca-demy of Sciences (CAS) recently announced they found more than 100 marine species in the Verde Island Passage, many of them previously unknown to science. These are “rare and new species of sea slugs, barna-cles, urchins and mysterious live ani-mals from dimly-lit, deep water reef building.”

     The municipality of Lobo in Batan-gas is a coastal town that fronts the Verde Island Passage. Lobo Moun-tain, covered with dense forests. It has historical significance because it is believed that General Miguel Malvar hid here before surrendering to the Americans, just to spare Filipinos from further suffering. Beyond the mountain lie the beaches of Lobo, the waters there forming part of the Verde Island Passage.

     Lobo’s residents have always taken pride in the beauty of their town. The beach is beautiful, the water delightful, the surrounding scenery breathtaking – and the knowledge of the natural trea-sures – that are hidden from the eye but are there, anyway - is just awe-inspiring.

     Looking out into the water, one would think: “This is not a declared marine sanctuary for nothing.”

     These days, though, the sanctuary is under threat. Egerton Gold Philip-pines, Inc. is applying with the Depart-ment of Environment and Natural Resources (DENR) for a permit to undertake gold mining in Lobo through surface contour or open-pit mining.
    The DENR seems to be deliberating on the matter – even scheduling a pub-lic consultation on the issue –, although it should have rejected the idea out-right because of Lobo’s proximity to the sanctuary.

     The two proposed mining sites span a total of 262 ha across three barangays. All of the coastal towns will be affected, as will be the mountain called Mabilog na Bundok. The propo-nents of the project have themselves identified its direct and indirect impact on the community. Among the direct impacts are the disturbance of existing flora and fauna, creeks and existing roads, as well as discharge of treated wastewater. They also list the Verde Island Passage as among those that will be indirectly affected by the pro-ject, but are quick to say that they just included it because of its “environ-ment, historical and tourism signifi-cance” even if it is distant from the project.

      But consider this: During the con-struction phase, risks to water will be the disturbance of corals and man-groves, as well as accidental oil spills. And during the operation phase, land erosion would be one of the main risks. The DENR itself, in a map published online at the Philippine Information Agency website, has found that the municipality of Lobo is susceptible to landslides. Imagine how this risk could be magnified by mining activity in the area. The people them-selves would be in danger – and these are people who have for long taken pride in their town and in the natural treasures beyond their beaches.
   The impacts are thus not as sani-tized and tame as the words on paper seem to imply. In fact, the warning signs are all there. Environment officials should rethink their options, especially since the 2006 EO is clear and equivocal about its role in the preservation of biodiversity. The government must put its foot down. Not everything can be valued in pesos and cents. “Threatened sanctuary” is an oxymoron.   (
THAILAND: IS THE MILITARY NEEDED TO KEEP THE BEACHES CLEAN?
[TN: 22.6.15] – SINCE Thailand’s military took over power in May 2014, the major beaches across the nation look tidier as before, and many small shops, umbrellas and chairs have disappeared.  But many people believe that once the military-led ‘clean-up‘ campaign is over, the sleaze and pollution plaguing beaches will return.
   "Without the military? Everybody expects things to be back to the same again, though it won't be 100% the same," said Sanpech Supabowornsthian, president of the Thai Hotels Association's Eastern Chapter. In Pattaya, he has witnessed the efforts to clean up the 2.9-km long beach with the help from local volunteers. Vendors have given up some of their street stalls as they are now required to register and come clean on their business. 
   Presently, every Wednesday, no vendor is seen on the beach, leaving it entirely to tourists. On the other days, shops can open only on specified parts of the beach, leaving other zones free. The number of business blocks has been reduced to 269, run by 120 operators. 
   Pattaya is one of the main target areas, along with Phuket and Hua Hin, which are all popular destinations for local and foreign visitors.
On occasion of World Ocean‘s Day on 8 June, Department of Marine and Coastal Resources chief Chonlatid Suraswadi said that 50 tonnes of garbage flows into the sea from Thailand every year, but less than two tonnes of that amount is collected later. The garbage comes mostly from the tourism and fishery sectors, causing dirty beaches and the death of about 300 rare marine animals per year, he said [TN: 9.6.15].

   According to Krisada Tansakul, president of the Thai Hotels Association's Southern Chapter, which covers Phuket, all 14 beaches on the resort-island have been cleaned up, something that had failed to be achieved over the past 10 years. 
   Phuket was the first destination falling under the military‘s campaign, which includes a crackdown of illegally operating resorts. Unregistered taxis and public vehicles are also targeted in the campaign. 
   Under the campaign, only 10% of each of Phuket's beaches can be taken up by businesses, yet the space is being used to locate one-stop service centres, where massage service, food and drinks, and water-activity information are provided under one roof. 
   "Operators are not allowed to hunt for customers on the beach, while tourists are advised to get services from designated centres. Violators will be caught by the police," Krisada explained.
   Phuket has been a popular international tourist destination ever since Thai Airways International launched the first flights from Bangkok in 1981. Within 10 years, the airport reached full capacity, and Phuket earned a repu-tation as "the fastest-growing resort in the ASEAN region". The 2004 tsunami, however, was a major hiccup in the growth. 
   Krisada does not know whether the situation will revert to what it was in the past, once the military-led campaign is over. It can be seen as a positive sign, however, that the Prince of Songkla University has been assigned to conduct a study on sustainable tourism approaches for the province, he said.   ( 
THAILAND’S EFFORTS TO KEEP TWO HERITAGE SITES‘ STATUS

[TN: 23.6.15] - THAILAND is preparing hard to defend the status of two World Heritage sites in the face of ongoing concerns about conservation and management efforts. These two sites are the Dong Phayayen-Khao Yai Forest Complex and the Ayutthaya Historical Park.
   At the last session of UNESCO's World Heritage Committee in Doha, Qatar, in 2014, the forest complex was identified as facing threats, which could be a reason to downgrade its World Heritage status.UNESCO also expressed concerns about the repair of historic sites in Ayutthaya Historical Park after the 2011 big flood in Thailand’s central region. The World Heritage Committee had earlier requested the Kingdom to tackle the existing problems - illegal Siamese rosewood logging, resource management for forest rangers, law enforcement, forest encroachment, the proposal to build a new highway in forestland and insufficient sustainable tourism development strategies.
   Even though the upcoming World Heritage Committee meeting will not have the forest complex' status review on the agenda, the Thai delegation believes it needs to show that it will be able to maintain the complex as a World Heritage site. "We have been given one more year to tackle the threats to the Dong Phayayen-Khao Yai forest complex. But at the upcoming meeting, we will present a road map to show that we can protect and manage it well," Natural Resources and Environment General Dapong Rattana-suwan said.
   He also commented on the Ayutthaya Historical Park after the disastrous floods, saying: "We have shown the effort to professionally repair and manage the historic sites in Ayutthaya, so I am sure that Ayutthaya Historical Park's status will not be downgraded."
   The World Heritage Committee meeting will run from 28 June to 8 July in Bonn, Germany.  (
VIETNAM: DEVASTATING COASTAL
EROSION IN HOI AN
[TTN: 8.6.15] -  CUA DAI Beach, which is considered a ‘gem‘ of Hoi An City's tourist industry and a major draw to international tourists, is being wiped out by sea waves at an alarming rate. 

    Located in Quang Nam Province, Hoi An City includes the famous Hoi An Ancient Town that was declared a World Heritage Site by UNESCO in 1999. The beach has seen relentless, devastating coastal erosion since October last year, with the damage spiralling out of control recently.

   Experts at several seminars held to address the issue have unanimously agreed that the malady is mostly put down to hydroelectric dams, which block the silt and sand currents from upstream, as well as rampant sand mining along the Vu Gia-Thu Bon, a major river system in the area.
   Professor Vu Thanh Ca, of the Vietnam Administration of Seas and Islands, dismissed climate change as the culprit of the coastal erosion. “The water level rise at Cua Dai Beach is around 30 cm, which causes considerably less extensive erosion than it has now,” he noted, adding that the massive change in the sand volume, mostly along the Vu Gia-Thu Bon Rivers, is to blame for the situation.

   In recent times, the rivers and their tributaries, such as Vinh Dien and Chim, are dotted with sand mines, which operate at full capacity to supply the material for mush-rooming building sites in the neighborhood. According to Bui Van Ba, of the Quang Nam Department of Natural Resources and Environment, 15 units have obtained permits to exploit sand along the Vu Gia-Thu Bon Rivers, while 40 others are currently applying for such licenses.

   Over the past three years, the area has also seen a surge in the number of hydroelectric dams built upstream on the rivers, which has resulted in a sharp rise in the volume of sand and mud in the riverbeds. According to a recent report released by the provincial People’s Committee, the Vu Gia-Thu Bon Rivers are now home to 10 terraced hydroelectric plants, with 32 other medium and small plants in their proximity.

   “The reservoirs upstream block a huge volume of sand and mud and cause a serious shortage of sand and mud at the estuaries. It’s the hidden culprit of coastal erosion in Hoi An,” Prof. Ca concluded.

   The alarming coastal erosion has dealt a devastating blow to the owners of the luxury resorts along the coast and adversely impacted their business. Several construction sites at resorts have been swallowed by waves, bringing work to a complete standstill. Sea water is on the verge of encroaching on the resorts’ properties, putting their potential clients off spending their stays there. The resort owners have taken matters into their own hands by erecting dozens of steel poles in the area to act as dykes. Hundreds of sand sacks are placed on coconut tree bases to boost soil retention.

   “The beaches, and Cua Dai in particular, make up half of Hoi An’s tourism appeal, so the loss of Cua Dai Beach will adversely impact the city’s economic growth,” Nguyen Su, the Hoi An City Party Committee secretary, noted. The corrosion has also taken a toll on the area’s coastal culture, as land being eaten away has pushed residents further ashore, which gnaws at their time-honored fishing and sea-related cultural traditions.

   Prof. Ca urged that all sand mining activity be strictly banned in the downstream areas of the Thu Bon River and on the province’s entire coastline. Local scientists also called for cultivating protective forests and exerting more soil retention efforts. Nguyen Van Hien, head of the Hoi An City Office of Natural Resources and Environment, said that the city is mulling setting up specialized dykes and running ‘sand farms’ at the same time to combat the erosion.   (
VIETNAM: UNFINISHED RESORTS
BLIGHT DA NANG’S BEACHES
[TTN: 16.6.15] - TOURISM developers have tried to obtain land plots along the beautiful beaches in the central tourism hub of Da Nang by promising resort projects, but what they actually do is turn them into construction sites that never seem to be finished.

   The 30km-long beach from the Son Tra peninsula in Da Nang to Cua Dai in nearby Hoi An City of Quang Nam Province is considered the best of its kind in central Vietnam, but it is also where the most uncompleted resort projects are located.
   In 2005, Hai Duy JSC and Invesco, two companies based in Ho Chi Minh City, were licensed to break ground on their Bai But Bay Resort in Son Tra. The 30-ha project, with a registered capital of US$30 million, is expected to become a paradise for tourists. But the best the developers could do in building the ‘heaven‘ is a block of houses and an artificial lake behind a dull brick wall. Da Nang authorities have issued many ‘ultimatums,’ threatening to revoke the investment license for the project, but to no avail.
   Many other resort projects, including Sontra Travel, Anvie Danang, The Song–Danang Beach Villas, and Non Nuoc Resort, are also occupying dozens of hectares along the Da Nang beaches - whether or not they will be finished remains a mystery. 

   In the meantime, the construction sites are blocking the way to the beaches. Both locals and tourists have no choice but to use the public beaches elsewhere. There are currently 18 sluggish resort projects dotting the beaches in Da Nang, according to a report by the city’s administration.

   “Da Nang has created favorable conditions for the developers, but they have left these seaside projects unfinished for years,” Nguyen Dieu, director of the local Department of Natural Resources and Environment, admitted. “We have also repeatedly issued ultimatums to them, but things remain unchanged.” 
   Dieu said the developers refuse to complete their seaside projects, not only because of the frozen realty market but also due to the unstable tourist arrival numbers. He added that some developers are waiting for the right time to transfer their projects, or the land plots they are allocated.

   These developers, however, will be dealt with a tougher hand in the future, Tran Tho, secretary of the city’s Party Committee, stressed. “Whenever we threaten to take tough measures, the companies criticize us for not sharing their hardship. But our tolerance is limited,” he said. “It is un-acceptable that they get the land and wait for the chance to transfer it [to reap profits].” 
   He added: “Legally speaking, Da Nang is totally capable of revoking these land plots. A company will lose the land it is granted if it fails to comply with the commitments put down in the investment license.”   (
SOURCES USED IN THIS ISSUE:

AJ=Al Jazeera; APP=Asia-Pacific Post; BD=Bali Discovery; CNN-Philippines; dpa=Deutsche Presse-Agentur; FMT=Free Malaysia Today; MMO=Malay Mail Online; MST=Manila Standard Today; MT=Myanmar Times; PS=Philippine Star; PDI=Philippine Daily Inquirer; SO=Star Online (Malaysia); TN=The Nation; TTN=Tuoi Tre News; TTR-W=Travel Trade Report Weekly; VOA-K=Voice of America-Khmer; WCD=World Casino Directory
south east asia tourism monitor/

 t.i.m-team

 P.O. Box 51 Chorakhebua

 Bangkok 10230

 Thailand

 AIR MAIL
 PRINTED MATTER
