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ASIAN NGOS PUSH FOR ZERO WASTE PROGRAMMES
[MT: 12.10.17] - NGOs working with 16 cities across Asia have pledged during the recently held ‘Our Ocean Conference‘ in Malta to prevent nearly one million tons of waste from entering the environment through zero waste programmes.
   All belonging to Global Alliance for Incinerator Alternatives (GAIA), the NGOs from the Philippines, Indonesia, Malaysia and India are working collaboratively to implement zero waste projects in high-impact sites aimed at reducing plastic and other pollution by 2020. GAIA is a worldwide alliance of more than 800 grassroots groups, NGOs and individuals in over 90 countries whose ultimate vision is a just, toxic-free world without incine-ration.

   First held in 2014, the ‘Our Ocean Conference‘ is an annual gathering to press world leaders to address marine plastic pollution. At this year’s Conference held in Malta on 5-6 October, Zero Waste Europe (ZWE), GAIA’s European branch, expressed commitment to implement a zero waste strategy. Joan Marc Simon, ZWE executive director, made the commitment before a high-level meeting attended by heads of states and environmental activists from all over the world.

    According to the commitment, “Zero Waste Europe, in collaboration with the Global Alliance for Incinerator Alternatives in the Philippines and nine other partners in Asia, announce the allocation of EUR300.000 to involve 16 cities in Southeast Asia to implement a Zero Waste strategy by 2020, preventing more than 868,000 tons of annual waste from entering the environment and including more than 173,000 tons of plastic waste annually from being released into the environment.”

   The projects aim to localize zero waste systems in a wide variety of neighborhoods and cities. With focus on highly urban coastal areas where the potential for plastic pollution into waterways is high, the projects aim to reduce air, land and water pollution while growing local economies.

   The partners for the effort are Mother Earth Foundation, Ecowaste Coalition, and Health Care Without Harm Southeast from the Philippines; Citizen Consumer and Civic Action Group, Thanal, and Stree Mukti Sanghatana from India; Balifokus and Yayasan Pengembangan Biosains dan Bioteknologi from Indonesia; and Con-sumers Association of Penang from Malaysia.

   These groups are also members of the #breakfreefromplastic, a global movement of more than 900 member organizations from across the globe envisioning a future free from plastic pollution, sharing the common values of environmental protection and social justice, which guide their work. (See also ‘World Campaign‘ below...)  (
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WORLD CAMPAIGN TO FIGHT PLASTIC POLLUTION IN OCEANS

[IPS: 20.10.17] - WITH 30 countries from Kenya to Indonesia and from Canada to Brazil now involved in the world campaign to beat pollution by countering the torrents of plastic trash that are degrading oceans and endangering the life they sustain, the UN has strengthened its massive efforts to clean up the seas, which are the Earth’s main buffer against climate change.
   The 30 countries – all members of UN Environment Programme (UNEP)’s #CleanSeas campaign – account for about 40% of the world’s coastlines. They are drawing up laws, establishing marine reserves, banning plastic bags and gathering up the waste choking their beaches and reefs. The populous nations of East and South-East Asia account for most of the plastic trash entering the global ocean, UNEP reports.  

   The flow of pollution means detritus such as drink bottles and flip-flops as well as tiny plastic fragments including micro-beads used in cosmetics are concentrating in the oceans and washing up on the most remote shorelines, from deserted Pacific islets to the Arctic Circle, the UN specialized body informs. “Humans have already dumped billions of tonnes of plastic, and we are adding it to the ocean at a rate of 8 million tonnes a year,” UNEP warns, adding that as well as endangering fish, birds and other creatures who mistake it for food or become entangled in it, plastic waste has also entered the human food chain with health consequences that are not yet fully understood.

   It also harms tourist destinations and provides breeding grounds for mosquitoes carrying diseases including dengue and Zika.

   The #CleanSeas campaign aims to “turn the tide on plastic” by inspiring action from governments, businesses and individuals on ocean pollution. Pollution is the theme of the 2017 United Nations Environment Assembly, which is meeting in Nairobi, Kenya from 4 to 6 December.

NO HOLIDAYS FOR BURMA’S CONFLICT-HIT TOURISM

The country’s democratic transition was supposed to spark a global tourism boom, but civil war, security concerns and a mounting refugee crisis have deterred even intrepid travelers, writes Peter Janssen. The following is edited from a longer article published in Asia Times [AT: 23.9.17]

O

n 1 September, the 658-unit Korean-owned Lotte Hotels & Resorts Yangon opened for business without much fanfare.

     The launch of Rangoon’s newest, largest five-star establishment could have been better timed, coming just days after a fresh outbreak of violence in western Rakhine state that has claimed hundreds of dead and forced over 400,000 Rohingya Muslims to flee for their lives.

     The military crackdown, which has drawn international condemnation and charges against the government of “ethnic cleansing,” “pogroms” and “genocide,” is bad news for the Lotte Hotel and more broadly Burma’s nascent tourism industry, although hoteliers and travel agencies are putting on a brave face.

     Despite its allure as one of Asia’s last pristine tourist destinations, boasting unsullied beaches, unex-plored jungles, authentic cultural experiences, Southeast Asia’s only snow-covered mountain and a ple-thora of ancient Buddhist temples and holy sites, Burma remains a stark under-performer on the global tourism scene.

     In 2012, the year after Burma’s previous military regime started to implement economic and political reforms, an estimated 1.1 million tourists arrived in the country. That figure shot up to 4.7 million in 2015, the industry’s peak year, according to government figures. But those figures mask the true picture. Of the 4.7 million arrivals in 2015, some 3.4 million were day-trippers coming across Burma’s borders from Thailand and China, according to Hotel and Tourism Ministry data.

     A good indicator of actual tourist figures is the number of international visitors to Bagan, the country’s main tourist destination outside of Rangoon. Last year there were 280,000 inter-national ticket-paying visitors to Bagan, compared with 2.2 million international visitors to Angkor Wat, the main cultural attraction in Cam-bodia.

    In the first half of 2017, international arrivals at Rangoon International Airport jumped 10%, giving rise to some optimism that it was going to be a bumper year. But that optimism has been significantly defused by the Rakhine crisis, although the full impact cannot yet be accurately assessed. Travel agents and hotels are reporting some cancelations in bookings since the Rohingya refugee crisis has come to dominate global headlines.

     For decades, Burma’s tourism industry suffered from economic sanctions on the country imposed by western nations and campaigns to boycott travel to Burma to avoid supporting the military regimes that ruled between 1988 to 2010. Those sanctions were largely dropped in 2012, after opposition leader Aung San Suu Kyi was allowed to contest and win a by-election.

     Although Burma has been led by Suu Kyi and her National League for Democracy party since 2016, following their November 2015 victory at the polls, the country’s pariah shadow lingers. 

     It’s largely a matter of perception. Neighbouring Thailand, which has been under military rule since the latest coup of May, 2014, drew 32.6 million tourists last year, earning the kingdom US$46 billion in tourist spending. 
     “Thailand automatically bounces back very quickly no matter what happens in a negative way because that’s the image of the destination,” said Laurent Kuenzle, chief executive officer of Asian Trails, a travel agency that specializes in European tours to Burma, Cambodia, Laos,Thailand and Vietnam. Despite its periodical coups and violent street protests, Thailand has been a darling of mass tourism since 1987 when authorities launched the first Visit Thailand Year. “[Burma] does not have that image,” he said.

     The country’s poor image is to a large extent the result of a poor reality. For decades, the country was under brutal military rule that suppressed former democracy champions such as Suu Kyi and her NLD followers and committed atrocities against ethnic rebels as they continue to do today, keeping large swathes of the country off-limits to tourists.

     The situation in Rakhine is not the only flashpoint for ethnic violence in Burma. Besides the Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army (ARSA) – as the latest Rakhine insurgent group have styled themselves – there are a half-dozen insurgencies in north and northeastern Burma that have been at war with the tatmadaw since 2011, when a cluster of former ceasefires fell apart. Because there is still fighting in these areas they are restricted to tourists. There are still about 80 restricted areas in Burma, keeping a lot of destinations off the tourist map.

     “Palaung is the Switzerland of Myanmar,” claims Tun Maung, a busi-nessman with tea plantations in Namh San, Palaung, northern Shan State. “We have forests and mountains. You can watch the clouds floating below you on our mountains.”

     The Palaung district has been a restricted area for foreign tourists since 2015 due to fighting. With places like Namh San off limits to tourists, much of the expenditure in new hotels over the past five years has been in Rangoon, Mandalay and Bagan – the three main cities that tourists can safely visit.

     Today, Burma’s tourism sector is no longer suffering the room shortages and high prices it did back in 2012, when tourist arrivals first topped the one million mark. Back then, the country only had about 800 hotels, motels and guesthouses with 28,000 rooms nationwide. In Rangoon, there is now a looming hotel glut, especially in the five-star segment. “It’s scary for the five-star hotels,” said Tony Picon, managing director at Colliers Inter-national/Myanmar, an international property consultant. “But it’s good for the market. Prices will come down. That’s great.” 
     But that may be all Burma’s tourism sector has going for it these days.   (

BURMA: CLIMATE CHANGE 
A PERMANENT REALITY
[TI: 6.9.17] - IN May 2008, Cyclone Nargis struck Burma, causing loss of lives and widespread destruction of property. The category 4 cyclone strongly reiterated two facts: climate change and its repercussions have to be recognized and tackled; and, secondly, a natural disaster has the ability to bring people and civil society organizations together for re-building the spirit of the country. It was a critical moment of reflection for the nation, to take stock of its vulnerability and preparedness against an enemy which had generated havoc and panic for all.

   According to the 2016 Climate Risk Index, Burma is the second most vulnerable country in the world to the effects of climate change. The intensity and regularity with which cyclones make landfall have increased with every year, with the delta region affected by tropical storms and the dry zone impacted by debilitating droughts. Researchers at the Center for Climate System Research at Columbia University, in collaboration with the Department of Hydrology and Meteorology, have stated that the country could see a considerable rise in temperature. This is evident from the 2010 severe drought, a year which saw temperatures rise up to 47.2 degrees Celsius, a sure sign of global warming hitting the country hard. Dry seasons have become longer with shorter rainy seasons, thus inviting hardships for people in the form of water shortages and flooding respectively.

   Both plant and animal life are bound to struggle due to the occurrence of anomalies in the natural environment. Shrinking of glaciers in the Himalayas can affect water supplies in rivers like the Irrawaddy and inundation of coastal areas with salt water can destroy agricultural production and trigger forced migration. According to data collected by the International Earth Science Information Network of Columbia University, over 5% of the country’s land area lies below 5 meters in elevation, home to 11% of the population, estimated to climb to nearly 14% by the end of the century. This could have grave consequences for Burma, where agriculture is the main source of livelihood. 
   A post-Nargis disaster case study revealed that decades of poor environmental policy had resulted in reduction of mangroves by approximately 75% along the country’s coastline. This further exposed Burma to the ravages of climate change. Also low-lying regions like Rakhine are predicted to be more affected in the future. This in turn could lead to more ethnic clashes as this region could see a surge in environmental refugees pushing their way into other regions or crossing borders to seek shelter in Bangladesh.

   Climate change is forcing people to break man-made boundaries but future conflict is most likely to occur on issues of sovereignty, territory, resources and belonging. This could add volatility to the ethnic/inter-community clashes already existing in Burma. Climate change will also exacerbate heat and water related diseases like malaria, dengue, and diarrhea. A report by the Global Adaptation Institute reveals not only Burma’s vulnerability but also its low capacity of adaptability to negotiate climate risks. It further points out that over 2.6 million people could be affected by natural disasters in Burma. Fast paced economic growth, unsustainable agrarian practices, indiscriminate logging and mining can further put pressure on natural resources and ecology, endangering local communities. Poor governance, weak laws and lack of climate smart planning can add to the challenges.

   In recent years, Burma has seen massive city development plans and a construction boom. But often, decisions are made without considering long-term environ-mental impacts. Disappearance of green spaces, the ignoring of subsidence risks and inadequate water management systems in a city like Rangoon are well-known problems. The latter is very much evident every year during the torrential monsoon rains which hit the city. Although nature is blamed for flooding, it is known that reservoirs and waterways have been subjected to landfills during the military regime, thus leaving no room for excess water to escape. Also, the designs and the building materials used for stylish high rises are imported with no connection to the local landscape or the tropical weather.   (
INDONESIA SEEKS TO MONETIZE 
ITS VAST SEAS

[JP: 19.10.17] - AS the country with the world's second-longest coastline, Indonesia is making a major effort to cash in on its rich marine resources to lure tourists. In 2014, the country only attracted around 1 million foreign visitors and generated US$1 billion from maritime tourism. However, the government is determined to change that as it has eyed to quadruple the figures to 4 million visitors and US$4 billion in foreign exchange income by 2019.

   Indonesian tourism is dominated by cultural attractions, which draw more than half of the foreign visitors to the country, followed by natural sites. Maritime tourism has so far depended on coastal areas with activities like sightseeing and sunbathing, particularly at the country's most popular beach, Kuta Beach in Bali.

   Tourism Minister Arief Yahya recently pointed to other potential maritime tourism activities the government intends to promote, such as yachting, cruising and diving. He highlighted the Raja Ampat Islands in West Papua, which are home to the planet's most diverse fish and coral resources. The ministry has also identified another 10 top diving sites it banks on for tourism, such as Bunaken in North Sulawesi, Derawan in East Kalimantan and Labuan Bajo in East Nusa Tenggara (NTT).

   The Tourism Ministry plans to improve infrastructure and provide regulatory support to develop tourism in these areas. It has so far simplified rules on yacht arrivals by waiving clearance approval for Indonesia territory (CAIT), which cuts the time for issuing entrance permits from three weeks to just three hours. It has also conditionally scrapped the cabotage principle by allowing passengers of foreign cruise ships to embark and disembark at five major Indonesian ports.

   Tourism is one of the main sectors the administration of President Joko Widodo aims to develop. It targets to welcome 15 million foreign visitors this year and 20 million in 2019. Tourism is set to become the largest contributor of foreign exchange income in 2019 with US$20 billion, surpassing commodities like palm oil. Last year, it secured the second spot with US$13.5 billion, ahead of the oil and gas sector.

   The president has announced that Indonesia will build up to 10 ports in a push for maritime tourism, including cruise ship ports and marinas. Arief said an Australian investor had expressed interest in spending more than US$36 million to develop a marina in Mandeh Sea Park, West Sumatra and Labuan Bajo. Meanwhile, Padang Mayor Mahyeldi Ansharullah said a Qatari investor was keen to build a marina in Batang Arau, Padang.

    Coordinating Maritime Affairs Minister Luhut Binsar Pandjaitan said he also pinned his hopes on the cruise ship terminal in Benoa, Bali, to be managed by state-owned port operator Pelindo III. The terminal, estimated to cost US$123 million, is intended to accommodate big ships of at least 13-m draft. Its construction is scheduled to be finished in August next year. "When the cruise terminal in Benoa is finished in August, people will no longer have to go to Singapore," he said.   (
INDONESIA: RAJA AMPAT ISLANDS
THREATENED BY TOURISM ONSLAUGHT
[AFP: 8.10.17] - A TABLEAU of white sandy beaches, colourful coral reefs and turquoise water, the islands of Raja Ampat are set to be Indonesia’s next tourism hotspot – but locals fear the government is failing both them and the environment in its development push.

   Stretching across 67,000 sq-kms in Indonesia’s far east, the picture-perfect islands might be as close to paradise as visitors can find. Raja Ampat which means Four Kings – is made up of 1,500 islands and is home to about 1,400 varieties of fish and 600 species of coral – making it one of the most biodiverse marine habitats on Earth.

   Indonesia’s government is intent to develop the area, building new hotels, restaurants and harbours.

   But on a palm-fringed island about two hours boat ride from Raja Ampat’s capital Waisai, villagers still live in simple huts that lack electricity and clean water, while the nearest high school is scores of miles away. Locals said they had seen no improvements to their lives despite the dramatic rise in visitors. According to government estimates, around 15,000 tourists now come to the area each year – up from less than 5,000 in 2010.

   “They’ve hurt us indigenous people. They took our land, our water and our forest. We feel betrayed,” Paul Mayor, chief of the island’s Byak Betew tribe, said of the government’s tourism drive. “That’s our land, our ocean, which now is a world-class tourist destination, but we’ve gained nothing from the influx of tourists,” he added.

   Mayor also criticized authorities for failing to properly protect the area’s unique ecosystem, pointing to a catastrophic cruise ship crash in March, which damaged 13,500sq-m of pristine coral reef. The 4,200-ton Caledonian Sky ran aground near the island of Kri carrying 102 passengers and 79 crew, but half a year later no one has been held accountable. Researchers from the University of Papua, who assessed the impact of the accident, said restoring the damaged reef could cost as much as US$16.2 million.

   The head of tourism for Raja Ampat, Yusdi Lamatenggo, said the company operating the boat – Noble Caledonia – will be summoned to appear in court soon but so far they have not accepted responsibility or paid any damages. In the meantime, he said, steps were being taken to prevent further accidents by establishing clearly demarcated cruise ship routes and world-class harbours.

   The accident has fuelled feelings of mistrust and exclusion often felt by Papua’s indigenous Melanesian population. The resource-rich region was annexed by Jakarta in 1969 and most Papuans feel they have not been given an even share of its natural riches. The military retains heavy influence in the region and regularly stifles dissent.

   After taking office in 2014, president Joko Widodo pledged to speed up development in Papua, but many locals insist they have been forgotten.

   “There has been no change,” Ariel Fakdawer, head of Saukabu village in Raja Ampat said. “The yearly Raja Ampat festival, for example, attracts thousands of tourists but we gain nothing from that. We are still poor, but the organizers of such festivals, outsiders, they have made a fortune.”
   Indigenous groups say they need the right to govern themselves by customary law. “The government never fulfils our needs because they don’t understand what we want,” chief Mayor said. “I believe the government has to approach us by bearing in mind our cultural needs. They have to talk to us indigenous people.”   ( 

MALAYSIA: PENANG’S CHINESE CLAN JETTIES HIT BY ‘UNESCO-CIDE’? 

[TN-S: 4.9.17; MNN: 27.9.17] - INCLUSION on the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO)'s World Heritage List signals that a cultural or natural site is of "outstanding value to humanity." Prestige aside, recognition as a World Heritage site is also often akin to hitting the tourism jackpot. This is particularly true for impoverished and developing parts of the world that are home to transcendent sites that, without the UNESCO stamp of approval, have remained overlooked, off-the-map — and vulnerable. In these areas, World Heritage status is viewed as a form of salvation.

   Yet, with this exalted lifeline, there's often a grave price to pay. 
   Take the iconic Chinese Clan Jetties of Penang in George Town, Malaysia, as an example. Made up of ramshackle waterfront settlements named after various Chinese clans, the seven remaining jetties at Weld Quay have long been under threat by encroaching development in Malaysia's bustling, second-biggest city. Facing woefully limited options, preservation groups and owners of the jetties turned to UNESCO for protection.

   The inclusion on the World Heritage List in 2008 was a victory for George Town preservationists and an even bigger deal for those who would have been displaced by a culturally insensitive bulldozing spree. Nearly a decade later, residents of the jetties do not necessarily regret the protections afforded by World Heritage status. However, many do wish things had turned out differently given that the jetties are now a bull's-eye on the maps of most camera-wielding tourists. Simply, their home is being overrun.

   Writes SEA-based journalist Laignee Barron: “Where fishermen, oyster harvesters and fortune tellers once plied their trade, souvenir vendors and snack bars have taken root. The locals say they were caught unaware by a tide of tourism that has washed over their stilt village.”

   While some residents are happy to take full advantage of the new economic perks, it would seem that their privacy has all but disappeared as a result.

   "I would like to remind people that we are not monkeys, and this is not a zoo," said Lee Kah Lei, another Chew Jetty resident who bemoans a lack of respect from the hordes of tourists descending on the site, which prior to recognition from UNESCO was avoided by most visitors as it had the reputation as a "gambling-ridden, squatters' slum."

   "Our jetty has become commercialized. People are moving. During the December holidays like Chinese New Year and Malay Raya, it's not even a place to live," adds Siew Pheng.

   Many living in and around other World Heritage sites have echoed those sentiments. Those impacted by a pheno-menon that Italian writer Marco d'Eramo calls ’UNESCO-cide’ are struggling. Luang Prabang, for example, a World Heritage-listed town in north-central Laos where the number of tourists far outweighs the native population and has put a strain on local resources. Transformed into a theme park without the requisite roller coasters, its magical luster has rubbed off somewhere in the madding crowds.

   On the island of Penang, those who fought for UNESCO protection in 2008 are left trying to figure out how to foster tourism without ruining things altogether. Although UNESCO is one of the UN agencies celebrating 2017 as the International Year of Sustainable Tourism for Develop-ment, Clement Liang of the Penang Heritage Trust commented that it in fact offers little guidance to local preservation groups on how to promote and implement sustainable tourism. Currently, UNESCO has no clear guidelines or effective methods to control the commercialisation of world heritage sites, and its talk on sustainability is more a verbal exercise than enforceable, he said.   ( 

PHILIPPINES‘ PALAWAN: EDEN FOUND OR PARADISE LOST?
The following story is edited from a longer article by Jedamiah Wolf, published in Planet Experts [PE: 12.4.16]
P

alawan, located roughly 370 miles southwest of Manila, is known as the Philippine’s last ecological frontier. The archipelago was named a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve in 1990 and is one of the most biologically diverse regions on the planet. Palawan is crawling with wild jungle, home to more than 1,700 flowering plants and an estimated 422 different land and aquatic verte-brates like the Palawan Monkey, the Philippine forest turtle and the Reticulated Python. Some of Pala-wan’s treasures include rare and endemic wildlife, like the Malatgao River caecilian and the Palawan toadlet, both of which were recently discovered after scientists deemed them extinct several decades ago. The world’s longest underground river hides beneath the jagged karst moun-tains of Sabang, and the Tubbataha reef provides refuge to over 600 diffe-rent fish and 380 species of coral.   
     Palawan’s stunning natural beauty and ecological diversity make it an attraction for tourists on the Southeast Asia travel circuit. In tourist centers like El Nido and Port Barton, the local economy is changing to become in-creasingly centered around tourism. Local boatmen are shifting towards tourist boat travel and island hopping because it is more lucrative than fishing.
     As Mavic Matillano of the WWF said, “Tourism is a double-edged sword. It can minimize pressure on fishery resources by altering the economy but puts stresses on the reef in other ways, such as increasing the amount of liquid and solid waste, destroying corals by boat anchoring and trampling them during snorkeling and diving. If it is not managed well, the beaches and corals can be destroyed.”
     The influx of tourist dollars also changes the market value of staple commodities for local people. 
     “Tourism affects the price and availability of fish for Palaweños,” said guesthouse owner Lee. “During peak season, top quality fish like the Yellow Fin Tuna and Tanigue (Mackerel) are all sent to tourist destinations like El Nido where they can be sold for top dollar. The only fish left for the locals are low to mid-quality catches.”
     The double-edged sword also cuts into local politics. “Tourism is the most profitable industry, we welcome tourists,” said Filipe Acosta, Barangay (township) Captain of Port Barton. Both Port Barton and El Nido have Eco-Tourism Management Fees (ETMF), which go towards beach cleanup, installing mooring buoys to prevent boats from dropping anchor near coral reefs and other tourism-related activities. But there is a lack of planning to integrate subsistence fishermen and farmers who don’t live in tourist hubs into the economy. 
     Environmental conservation and equitable development come down to local leadership. “Some of the leaders view natural resources only for their extraction value, whereas others care strongly about ecological sustaina-bility,” said Matillano. The Philippines has a long history of corruption and exploitation, which poses a threat to equitable development and environ-mental conservation to this day.
     While exploring a remote beach near El Nido, I befriended a govern-ment employee. We spoke about the future of this special place. He expressed concerns that corporations such as the Ayala Land, Inc., and politicians like businessman-turned-Governor Jose ’Pepito’ Alvarez, will privatize the region’s most valuable islands and coral reefs. This could exclude local fishermen from offering boat tours by funneling tourism to all-inclusive resorts.
     The government employee ex-plained that there has been corruption in building permit acquisition, land grabbing and bribery by politicians who offer empty promises and buy votes from poor villagers for as little as 300 pesos (roughly US$6.50).  “I know the plan, and there is nothing I can do about it,” said the local official. “If they knew I was sharing this information with you…” he looked up at me and swallowed the lump in his throat, “I could lose my life.”
   Ayala Land, Inc. has been buying up islands near El Nido. The corporation currently owns the El Nido Resorts, comprised of four private islands and the luxurious 325-ha Lio tourism estate, which opened in March 2017. In a press release, Antonin Aquino, a company representative, said, “We want to show how a development like Lio can, and will be able to benefit the people living in the area. That it is possible to establish Lio without disrupting their way of life and destroying the natural resources of the place.” But locals are skeptical of Ayala’s altruistic motives.
   Others also echoed fears of violence and corporate takeover, especially in relation to the current governor, Alvarez, the wealthiest elected official in the Philippines. Alvarez made a substantial portion of his money from the logging industry. His history and reputation have led locals to question whether he is genuinely interested in the long-term sustainability of the island’s biological diversity or the wellbeing of its residents.

     Other influential business interests also threaten the island’s chance for equitable development and its ecolo-gical diversity. For example, the S.M. Corporation is buying large amounts of land in the soon-to-be-developed Napsan region along the mid-western coastline with the intention of erecting luxury apartment buildings that they are planning to call “Little Hong Kong.”
     Palawan is at a crossroads. Its bounty of ecological resources and biological diversity make it a strong-hold for preservation efforts and a growing economy. Unfortunately, its natural resources attract industries that potentially threaten the sustaina-bility of conservation initiatives.  (

PHILIPPINES: CAN BORACAY SURVIVE?

[TO: 20.10.17] - THE question on how the world-famous Boracay resort island should be properly managed has been raised once again. The issue is not just about maintaining Boracay as a popular tourist attraction, but about securing the very survival of the island, the environmental integrity of which has been unnecessarily degraded, partly due to the inability of its political managers to find sound solutions for tourism’s multi-faceted problems.
   Just recently, under pressure to please the Commission on Appointments, the  Secretary of the Department of Environment and Natural Resources (DENR), Roy Cimatu, proposed the creation of a Boracay Development Authority, which would not include locally elected officials. He called this the “best option”.
   As expected, there were angry reactions to the idea. It was argued that excluding the involvement of local government units in the proposed organization negates the collaboration needed for local government and national agencies concerned in effectively managing the island.

   Indeed, excluding local officials from the proposed Authority is an unsound idea as it will deny local residents’ direct participation in the management of their own territory, and unduly empower outsiders the license to impose policies that may further aggravate Boracay’s security and environmental integrity.

   Boracay contributes billions of pesos to the national economy through tourism. Promoting the island as a choice tourist destination is an issue that can be easily addressed. The greater imperatives that need compelling attention and solutions are the issues related to land development and environmental protection.

   With new structures racing to corner every inch of the island, the threats to Boracay’s preservation become more complex. The usual parochial solutions offered by local officials and those in government agencies no longer suffice.  (
THAILAND BANS SMOKING ON 
20 POPULAR BEACHES

[TN: 19.10.17; TG: 11.10.17] - THAILAND is to ban smoking on some of the country’s most popular tourist beaches, with the prospect of up to a year in prison for those caught lighting up. The move follows a recent survey of litter on Patong beach, Phuket – visited by millions of foreign tourists each year – which found an average of 0.76 cigarette butts per square metre in a sample area, which would amount to 101,058 butts on the 2.5km-long stretch of sand.

   The survey was undertaken by the Department of Marine and Coastal Resources, which described it as a “serious problem”. Discarded cigarette butts accounted for a third of rubbish collected by the department. 

   “Cigarettes have a direct effect on the natural environment,” said director general Jatuporn Buruspat. “The butts clog the drains contributing to floods. When the cigarettes stay under the beach sand for a long time, it also negatively affects the ecosystem. And then when the chemicals from the cigarette butts reach the water, it also releases cadmium, lead, arsenic and some acid from insecticide which are poison to the natural food chain.”

   The ban, which will come into effect in November, will cover 20 beaches including Patong, Koh Khai Nok, Koh Khai Nai (Phuket); Hua Hin, Cha-Am, Khao Takiab (western province of Prachuap Khiri Khan); Pattaya, Jomtien, Bangsaen (eastern province of Chonburi) and Samila (Songkhla city). After a trial period, the ban is expected to be enforced on all Thai beaches, as well as on passenger and tourist boats, to tackle the problem of butts damaging the underwater environment.

Anyone found to be breaking the law will face one year in jail or a maximum 100,000 baht (US$3,000) fine, or both.
   Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) Governor, Mr. Yuthasak Supasorn, said: “These beaches are among the most beautiful in Southeast Asia, and the aim is to keep them that way.“ He added, “People who do smoke need not worry, as they will still be accommodated. The new smoking ban on Thai beaches is aimed at maintaining a clean and safe environment for everyone and to help with Thailand’s positive image as a wonderful tourist destination.”   ( 

THAILAND: HUA HIN HIT BY 
DELUGE OF ROTTEN FISH

[BP: 18.10.17; TN: 17.10.17] – VILLAGERS and tourists in the seaside town of Hua Hin were assaulted by the smell of rotten fish on the morning of 17 October, after hundreds of thousands of specimens died on a 10-km stretch of beach following torrential rains.
   Dead fish weighing an estimated 10 tons covered the sand from Klai Kangwon Royal Palace to Khao Takieb, officials said. Hua Hin Beach is a famous attraction, where many luxurious hotels and residences are located. 

    The rain caused floodwater, soil and waste to flow out to the sea, which altered the chemical composition of the seawater in a way that blocked photosynthesis and depleted the amount of oxigen in the water. It the second time this year that fish have died en masse in the area in the wake of deluges running out to the sea, the officials said.

   This time, the beach was so littered with dead fish that local authorities needed to deploy 100 staff to collect them. Meanwhile, tourists called on authorities to check the quality of sea water at Hua Hin Beach.   (  
VIETNAM: ‘ECOTOURISM‘ RESULTS 
IN LOSS OF BIODIVERSITY
[VNN: 6.10.17] - WITH about 2.3 million hectares of special use forests (SUF), 31 national parks and 68 natural reserves, and dozens of other forests, Vietnam is seen as a prime ‘ecotourism‘ destination. However, rapid and haphazard development of tourism infrastructure in natural reserves and SUFs in the last few years has raised concerns about the environmental impacts.

   Tourism inside and around protected areas like the Phong Nha – Ke Bang and Bach Ma national parks, as well as the Son Tra and Lung Ngọc Hoang natural reserves, has caused considerable loss of biodiversity. Ways to address these concerns and preserve the nation’s natural environment in the context of an ‘ecotourism‘ boom were discussed at a conference held in Hanoi on 4 October.

   Most tourism projects in the country are implemented without conducting comprehensive environmental impact assessments (EIA), said Dr Le Hoang Lan of the Vietnam Association for Conservation of Nature and Environment. The result is that the risks and consequences that the projects can have on the environment are not accounted for, she said.

   Current regulations only require tourism investors to address damage caused to forests by paying money or replanting trees, “but such losses can’t be measured with money, like losing rare animals like rhinos,” Lan said. “Re-growing forests does not ensure recovery of biodiversity,” she said, adding that regulations should require investors to restore biodiversity in damaged areas.

   Overlaps and loopholes in laws and regulations on natural resource management have complicated the task of preserving biodiversity in the country, public policy specialist Nguyen Quang Dong said at the conference. For example, the 2010 decree on SUF management actually allows investors to engage in activities forbidden by the Law on Forest Protection and Management, he said.

   Both the environmental and agricultural ministries have their own guidelines on planning natural reserves for tourism, which are too many, unstructured, and too complicated, he added.

   Other experts proposed a comprehensive review and evaluation of environmental preservation and development in the last two decades, so that a more effective legal foundation can be laid for ‘ecotourism‘ development.   (
VIETNAM: PHU QUOC ISLAND
DROWNING IN RUBBISH

[VNB: 20.10.17] – PHU QUOC Island in the southern province of Kien Giang – among the most popular tourist destinations in Vietnam – is being seriously threatened by environmental pollution caused by rubbish dumps. Tourism services, fishing boats and fish breeding farms are discharging some 300 tons of waste per day. But only half is being properly collected, causing serious contamination to the environment, according to the Kien Giang Environmental Protection Office. In fact, the figure is rapidly increasing. In the first nine months of the year, the island collected over 99,800 cubic meters of rubbish, nearly 17,000 cubic meters over the same period last year.

   The waste dumping stations in Cua Cạn Commune are now overloaded. Rubbish is piled up like a mountain, giving off a stench. A 5 ha dumping station in An Thoi Town suffers the same problem.

   Deputy Director of the provincial Department of Natural Resources and Environment, Doan Huu Thang, said the two waste dumping stations are causing serious pollution.

   More than 100,000 residents live on the island, along with over 1,600 companies and businesses, predominantly hotels, resorts, services and food processing workshops. Many of them lack standard garbage and waste water treatment systems.

   Waste water is collected in sedimentation tanks and then discharged directly into the municipal waste water system. Businesses with access to a wide land area allow waste water to be released directly into the environment.

   A waste treatment plant with a capacity of 200 tons per day will be put into operation in Ham Ninh Commune at the end of this year, according to Thang. Another plant is scheduled to be built in An Thoi Town, which is expected to help the island deal with the rubbish overload.

   Deputy Minister of Natural Resources and Environment Vo Tuan Nhan said rubbish was a hot issue in both urban  and rural areas. Rapid urbanization and industrialization place heavy pressure on treatment of household solid waste, particularly in big cities like Hanoi, HCM City and tourism sites like Phu Quoc Island. Among proposed measures to deal with the problem, are completion of legal regulations and improving waste treatment technology by recycling, burning or turning waste into fertilizer (at present, around 80% of household rubbish are dumped, posing high risk of pollution). Raising public awareness of environmental protection and increasing inspection and supervision were also needed, the deputy minister said.

   Regarding Phu Quoc Island, Nhan said the ministry would instruct authorities to map out strict measures to deal with the issue, particularly overloaded waste dumping stations.

   Tang Thi Chinh from the Institute of Environmental Technology called for increasing information dissemination to raise public awareness and particularly educating children about environmental protection. The fight against rubbish will only be effective in protecting the country’s environment when awareness and mindset are improved, she said.   (
VIETNAM: SPECULATION RAMPANT
AROUND LONG THANH AIRPORT PROJECT 

[VNN: 23.8.17] - THE People’s Committee of Dong Nai province has suspended the licensing of construction projects in residential areas around the planned Long Thanh International Airport in an effort to combat speculation and higher land prices.

   At a recent meeting on site clearance, the Long Thanh and Nhon Trach district authorities that grant licences to construction projects were ordered to first wait for the planning of areas around the projects to be completed. 

   The government has told the province to work with relevant agencies on a feasibility study on site clearance and compensation to residents who will have to move before the project begins. The Ministry of Planning and Investment will assess the feasibility study and submit it to the government before sending it to the National Assembly for approval.

   The feasibility study is expected to include information about the status and location of the airport project; infrastructure for re-settlement areas for affected households; land reclamation and compensation; and job training and employment opportunities for the resettled. Also included will be re-adjustment of administrative borders of the area; environmental impact of the project; sources of investment; and information on the progress of the feasibility study.

   The department said that speculators, after hearing about the airport plan, had bought farmland plots and divided them into smaller plots for resale. This would likely cause prices of land around the airport to rise, it said.

   Around 15,000 Dong Nai residents will be affected by the airport project, 70% of them farmers, with others working at rubber plantations or other jobs, according to Dong Nai province’s People’s Committee.

   Compensation for site clearance to households is estimated to total 23 trillion VND (US$996 million).  For site clearance of 5,000 ha for the first stage of the project, 4,730 households and 26 offices of organizations will have to be relocated.   (
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