

Briefing on Tourism, Development and Environment 

Vol. 7, No.4                           
                                                                               July-August 2016
Read in this issue:
· Tinkering with ‘sustainable’ or ‘eco-tourism’ hides the real face of tourism………………p.1
· Global action week against airport projects…………………………………………………………..p.2
· Burma continues tourism policy of ‘maximum growth’…………………………………………..p.3
· Burma: Don’t turn Yawnghwe Palace into a marketplace!.……………………………………..p.3
· Cambodia: Visitors to Angkor Wat warned of playing Pokemon Go…………………………p.4
· Cambodia: Why Tonle Sap is the world’s most threatened lake……………………………….p.4
· Indonesia to create 10 new ‘Bali-like’ destinations…………………………………………………p.4
· Balinese rice farmers reject tourism to keep sacred lands……………………………………….p.4
· Bali: ‘Storm in heaven’ – another Benoa Bay protest…………………………………………...…p.5
· Malaysia to promote ‘lung-washing’ tourism…………………………………………………………p.5
· Malaysia: Penang ‘sitting on a ticking time bomb’………………………………………………….p.5
· Malaysia: Penang flash floods due to hill clearings? ………………………………………………p.6
· Philippines: Welcome tourists?.......................................................................................p.6
· Thailand: Overcrowding destroys Phi Phi’s Maya Bay……………………………………………p.7
· Vietnam tourism needs proper climate plan………………………………………………………….p.7
· Vietnam: Toxic spill scandal lingers on affecting tourism……………………………………….p.7
· Yunnan/China: Packaging the culture of the Dai along the Lancang………………………..p.8
TINKERING WITH ‘SUSTAINABLE’ OR ‘ECO-TOURISM’ 
HIDES THE REAL FACE OF TOURISM*
By Anita Pleumarom (Tourism Investigation & Monitoring Team) and Chee Yoke Ling (Third World Network)
T

he United Nations committed a substantial error when it proclaimed 2017 the International Year of Sustainable Tourism for Development.  Despite its pronouncements of tourism being a positive force for economic development and poverty eradication, tourism is inept at meeting the challenge of implementing the sustainable development goals (SDGs). Like no other industry, tourism promotes – and glamorizes – a hyper-mobile and hyper-consumeristic lifestyle, rendering sustainability elusive. In fact, most tourism development is fraught with negatives including gross inequalities, human rights violations, cultural erosion, environmental degrada-tion and climate instability (1).

Recent research is particularly alarming in terms of tourism’s contribution to climate change, primarily due to the high energy use for transport such as air travel. Based on a new global tourism emissions model, global tourism is set to emit some 300 gigatonnes of CO2 between 2015 and 2100, which is 30% of the global carbon budget for sustainable development (2). It is preposterous to allocate so much of this budget to tourism, instead of meeting the acute energy needs of billions of people around the world. Meanwhile, tourism alternatives such as ‘green’ or ‘eco’-tourism can also be problematic. Not only do they usually depend on long-haul flights that drive climate change, they also tend to penetrate fragile ecosystems and Indigenous Peoples’ ancestral lands, triggering both biodiversity loss and culture loss.
Tourism as a major source of financial leakage is well documented (3). Since it is frequently large foreign companies that either initiate or take over commercially successful tourism projects, the domestic retention and distribution of tourism benefits has a very poor record; profits are generally repatriated to corporate headquarters and shareholders abroad. A particular characteristic of tourism in this age of neoliberal globalization is that it is closely intertwined with the finance and real estate industries. 
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Ground evidence shows that vast tracts of public land are being privatized and acquired by foreign investors for luxury tourism - plus tourism-related residential, commercial and mega-infrastructure developments (e.g. ‘aerotropolis’, or airport cities) - resulting in displacement and disempowerment of local people. The radically de-regulated business environment spawns price hikes and speculation, posing high risks to local economies, ways of life and community social structures.

The nature and conceptualization of the UN World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) does not allow for it to adequately deal with the unsustainable and unjust patterns of tourism. Originally formed as a business organization, the UNWTO remains industry-controlled and industry-oriented, and its critics do not regard it as a responsible UN agency acting for the common good. In synchrony with the global tourism and travel industry, it continues to aggres-sively campaign for further tourism growth despite the fact that much of contemporary tourism is antithetical to sustainable development and most of the tourism-related goods and services are luxuries that can only be enjoyed by the world’s minority. Even if some improvements can be achieved in tourism through better regulation and manage-ment as well as increased incentives for ecologically sustainable activities (alleged ‘eco’-tourism among them), it is clear that the gains made will be negligible in the context of the continued growth of the tourism industry at large, as forecast and aspired by the UNWTO. Instead of down-scaling the inflated tourism sector and effectively engaging in harm avoidance, the UNWTO sends a wrong message to the public: that ‘sustainable (eco)tourism’ is the solution and needs to grow without barriers for the benefit of us all. 

Actually, steering tourism policy and practice towards more sustainability requires first and foremost correcting the unjust economic structures and power relations that drive tourism development. It is also neces-sary to put in place laws and regulations that effectively protect local citizens and communities from harmful tourism, including mechanisms that require travel and tourism businesses to compensate for social losses and to clean up the damage they created. Clear transparent, accessible processes for accountability are needed, which empower people(s) to monitor and hold governments, financial institutions, development agencies and the private sector engaging in tourism  accountable for their actions.

Rather than aiming at further tourism expansion, other more sustainable economic activities should be developed, particularly in small island developing states (SIDS) and least developed countries (LDCs) that heavily rely on tourism - which not only must contend with the volatility of tourism (e.g. due to international financial/ economic crises, acts of violence, extreme weather events, natural disasters and pandemics), but also are endangered by tourism-induced climate change.  This is a major under-taking that the international community must assist with, for the transition of those economies and health of their populations.   □
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* This article is based on a chapter entitled ‘Corporate capture subverts production and consumption transformation’ by Chee Yoke Ling, published in Spotlight on Sustainable Development 2016: Report by the Reflection Group on the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 11 July 2016, pp.94-100  
The full report as well as single chapters of it can be downloaded at: https://www.2030spotlight.org/
Aviation and airport construction belong to the fastest growing but most unsustainable industries - in Asia as elsewhere. Therefore, the Tourism Investigation & Monitoring Team (tim-team), a co-founder of the Global Anti-Aerotropolis Movement (GAAM), has joined a global initiative spearheaded by Vienna-based System Change Not Climate Change coordinated by Finance and Trade Watch Austria:

GLOBAL ACTION WEEK AGAINST AIRPORT PROJECTS:
"STAY GROUNDED. AVIATION GROWTH CANCELLED DUE TO CLIMATE CHANGE."
There are many groups around the world resisting the unnecessary expansion of the destructive aviation industry. We want to connect the struggles and show that we can be strong together. We cannot afford any new airport projects if we are serious about tackling climate change.

Neither aviation nor climate change take any notice of national borders. We stand in solidarity with communities who are also fighting devastating airport projects all over the world.

While all this is going on, the UN agency for aviation (the ICAO), stuffed full of industry lobbyists, will be meeting in Montreal, Canada to discuss how to achieve ‘sustainable growth’. This means failed and false solutions like offsetting, carbon trading and biofuels. Our actions will expose this green-washing for what it is. Find background info at http://systemchange-not-climatechange.at/airport-action-days/  and help spread the global petition called NO AVIATION GROWTH. NO FALSE CLIMATE SOLUTIONS at http://www.ftwatch.at/globale-flug-kampagne/.
Take part in a wave of international action planned around the 1st of October. If you know groups fighting against airports, please contact them/us!

Contact: norunway3@systemchange-not-climatechange.at
BURMA CONTINUES TOURISM POLICY
OF ‘MAXIMUM GROWTH’
[TI: 2.8.16] – THE Burmese government will continue the tourism policies set by its predecessor — aiming for maximum growth — and will continue to enumerate day-visitors crossing land borders as “tourists,” in contravention of international tourism standards.

   These intentions were laid out by Tint Thwin, director general of the Ministry of Hotels and Tourism, at the Myanmar Hospitality & Tourism Conference taking place in Rangoon on 2-3 August. Tint Thwin also expressed con-fidence that Burma would meet its target of 5.5 million “tourists” for 2016. He also made plain that the government would not be changing its controversial method of enume-rating visitors.

   Burma’s Tourism Master Plan 2013-20, unveiled under the previous government in 2012, prioritizes high growth, with a target of 7.48 million visitors in 2020 — drawing criticism that the target would promote rash policies with adverse long-term impacts.

   As well as counting day-visitors, Burma counts all visitors as “tourists” — even the substantial proportion that does not arrive on tourist visas — in contrast to other countries in the region. The World Tourism Organization only includes visitors who stay for 24 hours in a destination as “tourists”. The wide mismatch between official government figures and what are considered to be the “real” tourist numbers has created uncertainty in Burma’s tourism industry and may have exacerbated current problems of oversupply—notably in hotel rooms—in the major cities of Rangoon, Mandalay and Naypyidaw. 
   Some industry insiders have expressed concern that the government’s divergent statistics may confuse, mislead or put off investors.    (
BURMA: DON’T TURN YAWNGHWE
PALACE INTO A MARKETPLACE!

[SHAN: 16.8.16] - SAO Haymar Thaike, the daughter of Burma’s first president, Sao Shwe Thaike, has spoken out against a plan to convert Yawnghwe Palace compound into a marketplace. She said that she was unhappy with the scheduled project, which was laid out by the Ministry of Hotels and Tourism to promote tourism to Shan State.

   “I heard the news that they are preparing to create a market in our palace compound,” she said. “I am so worried that they will reduce our historical property to such a level. I totally disagree with this plan.”

   According to Nay Myo, a National League for Democracy MP representing Yawnghwe Township, no building opera-tions have yet taken place, and his party would seek to prevent the conversion from happening. “If the plan per-sists, we will have to object to it,” he said.
   Yawnghwe Palace, or Yawnghwe Haw, was the residence of Sao Shwe Thaike, an ethnic Shan prince who became the first president of the Union of Burma in 1948 on the day that the country gained independence from Britain. He was deposed and arrested when Ne Win seized power in 1962, and died in prison soon after. Since then, Yawnghwe Palace, situated in Nyaungshwe near Inle Lake, has stood as a museum, and is popular with tourists.

   Sao Haymar Thaike said that her mother, Sao Nang Mya Win, the first wife of Sao Shwe Thaike, requested the Burmese government to return the palace to the family, however they had never received a response.

   During the era of Burmese military dictatorship, many historical Shan buildings were destroyed; others crumbled under decades of neglect. Arguably the grandest Shan palace of all, Kengtung Palace, which was built in 1903, was demolished in 1991.   (
BURMA: NO SOLUTION REGARDING ILLEGAL BAGAN HOTELS
[TI: 22.8.16] – THE Burmese government remains undecided on whether to grant official approval to unsanctioned hotels that were built in Bagan’s famed archaeological zone without the permission of the Ministry of Religious Affairs and Culture.

   Existing laws prohibit commercial buildings in Bagan’s archaeological zone but for 25 hotels that have already been built, the ministry is debating whether to allow or demolish them, said Aye Ko Ko, director of the Department of Archaeology, National Museum and Library, at a press conference on the ministry’s 100-day plan in Naypyidaw on Friday.

   “As for those 25 hotels, the minister has urged us to find a solution that is acceptable to both sides—to ensure that hotel owners do not suffer losses and that our cultural heritage is not affected,” said Aye Ko Ko.
A 6.8-magnitude earthquake struck central Burma on 24 August, damaging nearly 400 Bagan pagodas. U Thein Lwin, deputy director general of the department said visitors are temporarily prohibited from entering 33 pagodas and are not allowed to climb to the upper levels of those pagodas for sunrise and sunset viewing. The prohibited list includes the popular Pyathatgyi, Shwesandaw, Htilominlo and Sulamani pagodas. Industry insiders expressed doubt that the tourism industry would be adversely affected by the earthquake, with some even suggesting that the quake had boosted international interest in the ancient pagodas. 
[MT: 29.8.16]
   Because Bagan is widely regarded as a national treasure, the ministry will work with other concerned ministries as well as local authorities to find the best possible solution, he added. Apart from the hotels that were constructed without approval, the department has received 17 proposals for new hotel projects since 2013.

   “We rejected [the 17 proposals] immediately because the proposed projects were located in the ancient archaeolo-gical zone,” Aye Ko Ko said.

   Nandar Hmun, permanent secretary of the ministry, said at the press conference: “We have adopted regulations that clarify which actions are against the law. Because Bagan is an archaeological area, we have designated zones there, such as the protective zone and the ancient zone. But hoteliers are unaware and when they build extensions, they encroach on these zones. And in some cases, they build without permission.”

   Bagan locals generally oppose new hotel projects along with the appropriation of pagodas located on hotel compounds.   (
CAMBODIA: VISITORS TO ANGKOR WAT
WARNED OF PLAYING POKEMON GO 

[PPP: 22.8.16] - THE Apsara Authority has warned Angkor Wat visitors against playing Pokemon Go in the complex, though it has not yet joined the Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum in banning the smartphone game. A statement reminded tourists not to enter the forbidden sections of the temple in hopes of capturing Pokemon and asked them to stay aware of their surroundings.

   “For your safety and the conservation of Angkor please respect the sacredness of the temple, please respect all signs, please do not enter dangerous areas,” read the announcement, released in six different languages

   “This game is dangerous”, added Chao Sun Keriya, Apsara spokeswoman. When asked if the game would be banned at Angkor Wat, Kreyia said, “we are still discussing potential action. For now, we will do nothing.”

   Earlier this month, officials at Tuol Sleng in Phnom Penh banned visitors from playing the game. Chayy Visoth, director of the museum, said he was looking into contacting the game’s developer, Niantic, to have it removed. But a recent visit showed Pokemon characters still appeared inside.   (
CAMBODIA: WHY TONLE SAP IS THE WORLD’S MOST THREATENED LAKE

[AJ: 30.7.16] - WITH its rich and diverse ecosystem, Cambodia's Tonle Sap Lake is often described as the “beating heart“ of the country, supporting the livelihoods of more than one million people and attracting visitors from across the region. Yet, climate change and man-made pressures are affecting the lake, resulting in a drastic reduction in its fish stocks and worrying low water levels.
   Earlier this year, the Global Nature Fund designated it as the world's most "threatened" for 2016. "In recent years, the water volume continuously declined with negative impacts on fish migration and the import of sediments," GNF said in a statement.

   "In some places in the Tonle Sap Lake, the water level dropped more and more in the dry season and wetlands dried up permanently. Beyond that, illegal fishing methods, like poison, explosives and small-meshed nets are often used."

   For years, fishermen have earned a living from the lake's waters, which spread across 16,000 sq-km. But things have changed recently for people like Bun That, whose family have been fishing for generations.

   "For the past several years, the catch got less and less and I couldn't feed my family," he said. "So I gave up and looked for work as a taxi driver."

   In 2016, the region saw an unprecedented drought but - according to officials - environmental factors and man-made effects pressure were mainly to blame. The lake is vital for the region, and for a part of the population it is their only option to survive. If the current situation continues, many may have to find other ways to earn a living.   (
INDONESIA TO CREATE 10 NEW 
‘BALI-LIKE‘ DESTINATIONS 
[GT: 28.8.16] - INDONESIA has unveiled an ambitious plan to develop 10 major tourism destinations as part of its effort to attract tourists and investment from China. The 10 priority destinations, also called 10 New Bali, will require total investment of about US$20 billion, of which US$10 billion is expected to come from private companies, the Ministry of Tourism of Indonesia recently announced at an event in Shanghai.
   Foreign investors and businesses from the tourism and real estate sectors are welcome to invest in the 10 desti-nations, Indonesia’s tourism minister Arief Yahya said in Shanghai.  One of the main purposes of the minister's visit to China was to promote tourism investment opportunities in Indonesia, according to Vinsensius Jemadu, director for Asia Pacific Tourism Promotions of the Indonesian ministry of tourism. "We know there are a lot of big-name investors here," he said, noting that compared with other countries and regions, China is getting the most attention in the promotion campaign.
   Jemadu also stressed that special economic zones will be set up for some of the priority destinations, where investors will enjoy non-fiscal incentives from the local government, such as land tax reduction, relaxed approval for land acquisition, a shortened negative investment list and other favorable policies with regard to employment and immi-gration.
   "In particular, Indonesia has a lot of restrictions on foreign investment in the real estate sector, but many of the restrictions don't apply to tourism investment," said James Hartono, president of the Indonesia Chamber of Commerce in China. 
    Foreign tourist arrivals and foreign exchange earnings are expected to be boosted by investment in the 10 key areas, such as Toba Lake in North Sumatra and Old Town in Jakarta. So far, Bali remains the top choice among foreign travelers.

   Tourism ranks fourth after oil and gas, coal and palm oil in terms of its contribution to Indonesia's GDP. Nevertheless, within five years, tourism will be the No.1 contributor to GDP, according to Jemadu. China has become one of the fastest-growing tourist sources for Indonesia, and the Southeast Asian country has designated China as a priority tourism market.   (
BALINESE RICE FARMERS REJECT TOURISM TO KEEP SACRED LANDS

[WT: 30.8.16] - HUMBLE Balinese farmers like Mr Anggir are joining the fight against the expansion of the insatiable tourism industry, rejecting cash offers from developers to plonk villas and other buildings on their intricately-cultivated rice terraces.

   "Don't give any permission to build on the land, it should last forever. This land was passed down to us by our ancestors. My ancestors told me that preserving your land was the hardest thing to do. Selling is the easy way out," Anggir said, adding, "I always tell my fellow farmers and friends: Stop giving investors permission to convert rice paddies all over Bali."

   Anggir is the hero in the documentary “Sawah” (rice field) by British photojournalist and videographer Marko Rande-lovic, who explores what he calls the 'David versus Goliath' social movements against land development rising on the island. The video (appr. 5 minutes) can be viewed in full at: http://markorandelovic.com/.   (
BALI: ‘STORM IN HEAVEN‘ – 
ANOTHER BENOA BAY PROTEST
[AFP: 26.8.16] - ON 25 August, not far from tourists sipping cocktails on Bali’s tropical, palm-fringed beaches, thousands of protesters in sarongs and headdresses waved banners and chanted during the protest. It was an unusual sight on the “Island of the Gods,” which is better known for hordes of foreign visitors, its ancient Hindu culture and picture-postcard temples.
   But a proposed US$15-billion project that involves constructing artificial islets to host luxury resorts in Benoa Bay has sparked the biggest protest movement seen on the resort island for years. Critics say the last thing the over-crowded tourist hub needs is the major land reclamation, which will damage the environment, destroy fishermen’s livelihoods and desecrate holy sites in the pocket of Hinduism in Muslim-majority Indonesia.
Meanwhile, environmentalists fear new resorts will create a lot of waste, that may end up being dumped into the bay. There are also concerns the islets would disrupt the flow of water from several rivers out to sea – leading to polluted water being pushed back to Bali, and may cause flooding.
   The government still needs to consider an environmental impact assessment, and have not indicated how long this will take. The protest group ForBali is optimistic their protest movement may halt the plan as they believe President Joko Widodo, a former furniture seller who rose from humble origins, will heed the complaints of ordinary people. One of their speakers, Suardana, believes the demonstrations have already held up the development. “If we hadn’t been protesting, the reclamation project would have started ages ago,” he said. “Our voices count.”   (
MALAYSIA TO PROMOTE 
‘LUNG-WASHING‘ TOURISM

[B-N: 24.8.16] - THE Malaysian tourism and culture ministry will promote “lung-washing“ tourism as one of its new initiatives under the ministry's National Blue Ocean Strategy (NBOS). The ministry's deputy secretary-general (tourism), Datuk Rashidi Hasbullah said “lung washing“ tourism was aimed at promoting Malaysia as a “free-from-pollution“ destination and targetting tourists yearning for a better natural environment to spend their holidays. 
   "Certain tourists are aware their countries are very polluted and Malaysia is very clean ... no pollution. When they come to our country, it is like 'lung washing' (for them) and we have to promote this," he said during a presentation entitled, 'New Challenges: Policy, Innovations and Strategy Framework for Tourism Growth' at the recently held Langkawi Tourism Symposium. 

 In fact, Rashidi’s proposal is all but credible, considering that Malaysians and foreign tourists have been suffering tremendously for many years from air pollution caused by seasonal forest fires, especially in Sumatra and Kalimantan, Indonesia. Yet, he asked his idea to be included in the Langkawi Tourism Blueprint 2.0, which was currently being finalized and expected to be unveiled by October. 
   He said the ministry was also looking at turning abandoned oil platforms near the Malaysian coast into offshore resorts, initiating a Pan-Malaysia ferry cruise and promoting the country as locations for film and drama shootings. Its other latest initiatives were to intensify promotion of walking trail destinations, promotional cam-paigns on the social media, Malaysia-on-air, wellness programmes and monetising of culture activities, he added.

   According to Rashidi, the NBOS initiatives came as part of the strategies towards achieving the target of 36 million international tourist arrivals by 2020.   (
MALAYSIA: PENANG “SITTING ON 
A TICKING TIME BOMB“
[NST: 22.8.16; CM: 25.8.16] - PENANG boasts beautiful beaches, which serve as magnets for tourists from far and wide. But those very beaches also draw plenty of deve-lopers who are eyeing prime coastal locations for ever newer developments that might well end up destroying the local environment. Local conservationists have been rightfully up in arms over various planned development projects around the island from mass transportation to hill reclamations that risk destroying the fragile equilibrium of local ecosystems while also potentially turning into lasting eyesores in formerly pristine environments. The island’s coastal ecosystems, already under stress from pollution and habitat loss, are especially vulnerable to further invasive encroachment.

   In the area opposite Pulau Jerejak, coastal reclamations are already in full swing. Another planned massive reclamation would see the creation of three artificial islands in the southern part of Penang as part of the ambitious Penang Transport Master Plan. These new constructions will likely turn into un-mitigated disasters for local marine life, especially in the long run.

   “Vast amounts of fill material is required for these reclamation projects,” Mohamed Idris, president of Sahabat Alam Malaysia (Friends of the Earth Malaysia), has warned. “The adverse impacts of sourcing the sand and rocks required for these projects are often overlooked.”  He and others urged the island’s government to reconsider such plans.

   Universiti Sains Malaysia marine biologist Dr Zulfigar Yasin was quoted as saying that “Penang is sitting on a ticking time bomb.” Any further coastal reclamation, the expert stressed, might irreparably damage the island’s seascape and destroy marine ecosystems. The redeve-loped coasts could also become prone to floods and dangerous erosions. The quality of seawater would suffer, sedimentation would increase and fish stocks would deplete, further endangering the livelihoods of local fishermen, already suffering from diminishes catches.

   “It is serious enough for the state authorities to know that they are jumping into the unknown. Worse still, Penang’s environment is like a volcano waiting to erupt. We are treading on a ticking time bomb,” Zulfigar said. “In the last 10 years, things have changed drastically. We see very rapid and huge reclamations for development, especially in the Free Trade Zone, Tanjung Tokong and the proposed southern area,” he explained.

   Ironically, even as Penang promotes itself internationally as the “Pearl of the Orient,” a tourist destination with storied old traditions, world heritage sites and bucolic charm, it is in the process of undoing much of that appeal. “Penang has lost many coral reefs over the last 10 to 20 years. We had beautiful reefs in Pulau Kendi, parts of Teluk Bahang, Pulau Rimau and Pulau Jerejak,” Zulfigar observed poignantly. “Now, we have to go elsewhere to see them.”

   In view of these problems, environmentalists argue the local government should undertake rigorous environmental assessment studies before green-lighting any further coastal development. In the meantime, all development plans should be put on hold. Better yet: they should be cancelled all together, if there is a risk of considerable harm to the environment.   (
MALAYSIA: PENANG FLASH FLOODS
DUE TO HILL CLEARINGS?

[THM: 21.7.16; TS: 1.5.16] - WHILE the Penang State government contributed the recent flash floods in Penang to heavy downpours, there are other officials who disagreed that the rain was the only cause. When contacted, a local government source who wants to remain anonymous suggested to take a look at Google Maps.

   “If you want to know why the flash floods had happened, Google Maps should tell you the answer,” the source said, pointing out how over-development and hill-clearing had contributed to the flash floods.

   The source then reminded that Tanjong Bungah State Legislative Assemblyman Teh Yee Cheu had shaved his head bald in a symbolic protest against what he deemed as insufficient action against General Accomplishments Sdn Bhd (GASB) over hill clearing of Bukit Relau or better known as Botak Hill since the clearing had happened. “You know what they said to him when he fought against these over-developments? They said if he didn’t want develop-ment he should move to Africa. That shows you how much they care for nature in Penang,” the source said.
    According to the source, tourists have dwindled in great numbers as Penang is losing its identity as home to lush greeneries and nature. “From the outside it looks like as if Penang has an overflowing number of tourists, but when you talk to the tourist, they are asking about where all the greens have gone. Tourists come to Penang for its hills and rivers, but if the local government continues to approve projects to develop every inch of greenery left, what is there to attract tourists to the island?” the source added.
   One massive project on a huge area of cleared hillslope forest near the Teluk Bahang Dam includes a Shaolin martial arts temple, international school, college, four-star hotel and over 2,100 residential units. The temple will cover 3,700sq-m with a 450sq-m meditation yard. The proposed hotel will be 25 storeys high on a 4,280sq-m plot. Housing units being planned include 1,378 affordable housing units in five 30-floor towers, 351 terraced and semi-detached houses, 135 two-storey bungalows and 216 “super condos” in a 32-floor tower.
   “Although the plan was never submitted to the state government, it is displayed on the developer’s website as a project in the company’s pipeline,” said a source who revealed the development plan.   (
PHILIPPINES: WELCOME TOURISTS?
Many people have died since the new president, Rodrigo Duterte, announced a crackdown on crime. Even as he celebrated his election victory in June, he urged vigilantes to shoot drug dealers who resisted arrest. Then he urged people to “go ahead and kill” addicts.  After human rights experts warned that allegations of drug trafficking should be judged in the courts and not by gunmen, Duterte threatened to leave the United Nations. One top Philippine official described the crackdown as a “'necessary evil” in pursuit of the greater good. Meanwhile, the national police chief has acknowledged that about 1,900 killings have been recorded since Duterte took office, far more than previously believed. Given this precarious state of affairs, Rina Jimenez-David asks as to how the Philippines can welcome visitors. The following are excerpts from her commentary for the Philippine Daily Inquirer [ PDI: 30.8.16]
I

 have nothing but sympathy for tou-rism secretary Wanda Corazon Teo who must attract foreign arrivals in the midst of a spate of negative news on the Philippines. The news, now a favorite and frequent topic in the inter-national media, accompanied by grisly images of corpses littering the streets of the country, paint the portrait of a land given over to violence and blood-shed.

     If you were a tourist with time and discretionary income, would you choose our bloody streets over, say, the glittering avenues of Shanghai, the clean and orderly thoroughfares of Singapore, or the exotic markets of Vietnam?

     Our leaders, led by our President, don’t seem at all inclined to put a stop to the summary executions and “acci-dental” shoot-outs. The bluster of Du30 [as Duterte is often called], along with the chu-wari-wari-wap of the police chief, does not indicate that this spate of violence will come to an end anytime soon. On the contrary, it seems that the wave of killings will even escalate, bringing the danger closer to ordinary citizens, many of whom have learned to cower at the slightest sound indicating the onset of police operations.

     The country’s image before the world—and its tarnished reputation as a peaceful and welcoming place—is a problem that cannot be solved  by an advertising campaign, or even a con-certed PR effort. No amount of attrac-tive TV commercials  featuring our scenery or fiestas can quell the un-ease of outsiders looking on from far away. Not even the holding of the Miss Universe beauty pageant here, scheduled for early next year, can entirely erase the unspoken fears of likely visitors. 

     Indeed, it takes years, even de-cades, to build up a country’s image and reputation to the level that foreig-ners would feel confident about their safety, comfort and enjoyment within its territory. But it only takes a few incidents—and we have more  than a thousand killings already—to ruin what-ever image-building efforts have been undertaken.
     Perhaps if our President were to change tack, cut down on his rhetoric filled with hate and violence, and, most important, order law enforcers to cut back on their rampage and begin in-vestigating the more egregious abuses of human rights, perhaps we can recover our good name before the world community and attract visitors from abroad.

     But as it stands, it seems doubtful that we will see a “new” President Duterte anytime soon. Remember, he promised that we would see a “trans-formation” from the rough-and-tough Rody of old to a more gentle, more refined version once he took his oath of office. How many days did that promise last?   (
THAILAND:  OVERCROWDING
DESTROYS PHI PHI’S MAYA BAY  

[BP: 7.7.16] – MARINE biologist Thon Thamrongnawasawat has warned the world-renowned Maya Bay in Phi Phi Marine National Park is overcrowded with tourists and boats, posing a serious threat to the environment, parti-cularly coral.     

   Thon, who is the deputy dean of the fisheries faculty at Kasetsart University, said he was shocked during a recent visit to see the entire bay was jammed with both long-tailed and speed boat ferries as tourists from inside and outside the country, particularly China and Europe, crammed on to famous Koh Phi Phi Leh island. 

   The beach was densely crowded with tourists, with only standing space left, he said. Thon added that he was aghast at what he saw at the country's most famous marine park, even though it is now the low season for tourists. "Those responsible for promoting tourism have done a very good job, but they should also think of the consequences that will follow," he said. “There are now too many tourists for the island to take. Officials of the Phi Phi Islands Marine National Park accompanying me were also left speechless. They said that a few days earlier Maya Beach alone was visited by about 5,000 tourists each day and the park collected entry fees of 1.6 million Baht [US$46,100] from them. The revenue may be high, but I don’t think it’s worth what will happen to the island after the tourists are gone.”
   The renowned biologist and environmental champion said all boats leaving Phuket seemed to be heading for Koh Phi Phi Le and Maya Bay. There was hardly any space left there for a boat to moor. He also said that tourism at the marine park had not been properly managed. From what he saw, it would be a difficult task to solve the problem of bleaching of the coral.

   He did not blame the park officials as they had done what they could. The entire Phi Phi Islands Marine National Park had only 18 officials, and 10 of them were assigned to oversee Maya Bay, Thon said. As a result of over exploitation, nearly all of the coral in the area of Maya Bay had died, and the remainder would probably die off soon with such a large number of tourists and tour boats.   ( 
VIETNAM TOURISM NEEDS 
PROPER CLIMATE PLAN
[VNN: 18.8.16; VIETNAM needs new, radical, coherent policies and green business practices linking tourism with environmental protection and climate action, heard participants at a recent conference.

   The conference “Vietnam: towards sustainable tourism in the year of global climate change” was co-organized by the Vietnam National Administration of Tourism (VNAT) and the Environmentally and Socially Responsible Tourism Capacity Development Programme funded by the European Union (ESRT).

    Culture, Sports and Tourism deputy minister, Dang Thi Bich Lien, said climate change would impact on several industries in Vietnam, including agriculture, fishing, com-merce, and tourism. “Rising sea levels could engulf beaches and other natural resources in coastal areas, damage cultural destinations, and flood tourism infra-structure, costing the industry an enormous investment in time and money to put right,” he said, adding: “Tourism planning and management has to face increased threats head-on and work to create coastal protection for natural assets, communities and heritage sites especially from flash flooding.”
   It is very rare for Vietnamese tourism officials to comment on the long-term impact of climate change on the region’s tourism assets especially coastal resorts and heritage towns that could be threatened by rising sea levels and changes in rainfall patterns.

   The EU-funded ESRT programme was launched in 2011 with activities in policy support and institutional streng-thening, product competitiveness and public- private dialogue plus vocational education and training. The programme expects to complete “Good practice guidelines on sustainable development of Vietnam’s tourism sector” next month, that provides understanding about climate change, its impacts to Vietnam and particularly to tourism, relevant policies, action planning, adaptation scenarios and communication as well as local/international best practice case studies.

   The tourism ministry’s Institute for Tourism Development Research and Ministry of Natural Resources and Environ-ment’s Institute for Strategy and Policy on Natural Resources will start by strengthening communications and incorporate climate change in the development strategy for tourism.   (
VIETNAM: TOXIC SPILL SCANDAL
LINGERS ON AFFECTING TOURISM
[VNE: 28.8.16; TNN: 30.8.16] – VIETNAM‘S agriculture ministry has demarcated no-fishing zones along the central coast, saying these swaths of water need time to recover from the toxic spill scandal linked to Taiwanese conglomerate Formosa. The government said the company had dis-charged waste containing phenol, cyanide and iron hydroxides in the water, harming the livelihoods of more than 200,000 people, including 41,000 fishers. The disaster has created a seafood scare across the country and also devastated the tourism industry in local beach towns. An estimated 70 tons of dead fish washed ashore along more than 200 km of coastline in April in what was possibly Vietnam’s most devastating environment disaster.
   Officials from Formosa-owned Ha Tinh Steel have publicly apologized for the incident and have pledged to compensate for damages with US$500 million. The steel plant is located in Ha Tinh's Vung Ang Economic Zone but the water current carried the wastewater it dumped to Thua Thien-Hue.
    In an official statement, the ministry set the no-fishing zones over 800 sq-km in total around Son Duong Island off Ha Tinh Province, Nhat Le Beach in Quang Binh Province and Son Cha Island off Thua Thien-Hue Province. The zones stretch as far as 1.5 km from the shore. Nguyen Ngoc Oai, deputy head of the fishery department at the ministry, said the temporary ban is mainly to give time for sea creatures in the areas to recover.

   At a recent conference, Mai Trong Nhuan, who led a team of Vietnamese and foreign scientists to study the con-sequences of the toxic disaster, said that four months after the toxic spill incident,  marine life - including sea water and sea-bed sediment - is generally within safety standards for tourism activities like swimming. But Nguyen Thanh Phong, the director of the ministry's Food Safety Department, strongly warned the public to refrain from eating fish in the affected areas until the pollution has been cleaned up.   (
YUNNAN/CHINA: PACKAGING THE CULTURE OF THE DAI ALONG THE LANCANG

The following is edited from an article by Luc Forsyth and Gareth Bright [TD: 5.8.16]

W

e were headed to the southeastern edge of Xishuangbanna prefecture, just 30 km from the Burmese border, to visit several communities of Dai people. An ethnic minority, the Dai were part of an ancient culture that inhabited what is now China’s Yunnan province until political chaos and wars forced them to disperse south. Now spread across China, Burma, Laos, Vietnam and Thailand, the roughly 60 million Dai are divided by modern international borders.
     Though we knew Xishuangbanna was advertised heavily as a tourist attraction, the extent of the commercialization of the culture seemed excessive. Gift shops and souvenir stalls lined a large parking lot where tour buses had already gathered, despite the early hour. An information pamphlet welcomed us to the “Dai Minority Park,” and we began to suspect that the day’s cultural experience might be something less than authentic.

     We learned that in fact the park was owned by a private real estate developer that had consolidated several Dai villages into a single tourist destination. In exchange, a portion of the income was given back to the Dais in the form of jobs, infrastructure, and possibly cash. While we decided to reserve judgement until we had seen more of what lay inside, we immediately began referring to the area as “the theme park,” and the immaculately paved roads and mani-cured gardens further bolstered our skepticism.

     Most of the houses were new looking and well built with concrete and finished wood, and newish looking cars and motorcycles were parked in front of the majority. Living in the theme park was apparently not without benefits.

     The thumping bass of loud music drew us deeper into the village until we reached a large open area, packed with people. In the center Dais, dressed in brightly colored silks, splashed in a shallow pool of water encircling a fountain as tourists ringed the outer edges, cameras at the ready. The event was a reenactment of the annual water festival celebrated in April of each year, held here twice a day for the enjoyment of visitors.

     For the next hour, the audience was treated to a variety of Dai traditional dances and calligraphy displays. While the dances were impressively choreographed, with dozens of young women in beautiful silken dresses, and the calligra-pher mesmerizing to watch as he smoothly painted charac-ters onto large parchments, we knew we were learning about as much about the realities of modern day Dai life as a trip to Disneyland could teach us about film production.

     There was nothing inherently wrong with the Dai Minority Village, and obviously it had brought security and prosperity to the communities. Dancing was surely a nicer way to make a living than toiling in the fields, but we wanted to get away from the canned performances to see what normal Dai people did in their everyday lives.
     A small ferry boat shuttled us across the Lancang [as the Mekong River is called in China] to the Dai village of Manhenuan, and the difference was immediately obvious. Unlike those across the river, the Dais of Manhenuan lived a more traditional lifestyle and relied on the land and its natural resources as their primary source of income, instead of the tourist dollars that supported the Minority Park. As outside observers, the rural lifestyle of Manhenuan’s farming Dais conjured words like “idyllic” and “natural” in our minds. Friendly and laughing the whole time they worked, it would have been easy to assume that this way of living was inherently better than allowing a real estate company to turn their village into a theme park.   (
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