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SE ASIA’S GOLF COURSE BOOM MAY AFFECT FOOD SECURITY
Converting agricultural land to golf courses may strain the region's ability to feed itself, argue 
Craig and Marc Kielburger [TS-C: 18/1/10]
S

outheast Asia has fast become a hotspot for the golf game that originated on the Scottish high-lands. As courses develop on land once belonging to farmers, the fairways end up being lined by the visually stunning rice paddies.   

   Golf is a billion-dollar industry in the United States. Advancements in equipment allow players to drive further and faster. As courses close to home become predictable, many are looking to tee off in more exotic locations, and over the last decade, SE Asia has stepped forward. In do-ing so, they unearthed the problem of balancing land allocation between food security and economic growth. 

   “Localities are racing with each other to ask the government for permission to convert agricultural land to non-agricultural uses, like golf courses,” said Nguyen Tri Ngoc, director of the cultivation department at Vietnam’s Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development. “If this situation continues uncontrolled, combined with the current rate of population growth, it will be hard to satisfy the demand for rice exports by 2020.” 
   Asia’s population is expected to increase from 4 billion today to 4.6 billion by 2020. During the 2008 food crisis, many governments became concerned by their decreasing rice production. Indonesia’s peaked in 1980 with nearly 182,000 hectares being harvested. Today, that number has fallen to 145,000. A significant portion of that land has gone to golf. 

   While the average golf course needs approximately 100 hectares of land to operate, the resorts in SE Asia are much larger. In Vietnam, the attached villas and hotels average 300 hectares. 

   In Bali, the Udayana University Faculty of Agriculture found that the island annually converts between 700 and 800 hectares of its centuries-old system of co-operative agriculture. These systems are important to the local culture, combining religious ritual and modern technology to grow the crop. But nine of these co-ops have shut down in the last decade. 

   This phenomenon is not unique to Indonesia. Thailand boasts more than 250 courses. According to figures from the Ministry of Science, Technology and Environment, 138 of those are located in country’s most fertile regions. 
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(contd. from p.1) In Vietnam, about 166 projects were in development, until fears over its land allocation led the government to halt projects and issue strict regulations on size and location of each new development. Local governments should cease issuing new golf licenses if the projects are built on land which is currently used to cultivate two rice crops a year," said a Vietnam Ministry report. 

   While the manufacturing sector has led to increased urbanization, losing agricultural land to tourism often raises local concern, as it is not a “necessity” and often is not accessible to local populations.   ( 

TOURISM BUSINESSES MUST
LEARN TO SAVE WATER!

[BP: 18/2/10; 11/2/10; AFP: 25/2/10] – THE icon of Mekong tourism, the mighty Mekong River, as well as other water ways and reservoirs in the region are fast drying up under the scorching sun. Water levels in the northern Mekong River are at record-low levels, posing a threat to water supply, navigation and irrigation and affecting millions of people. River tour operators in Laos and Thailand have stopped offering services on the river.  
   "Severe drought will have an impact on agriculture, food security, access to clean water and river transport and will affect the economic development of people already facing serious poverty," said a recently released MRC state-ment. 
   El Niño (a periodic warming of the eastern Pacific that is said to cause dry weather in across Asia-Pacific), climate change and irresponsible dam construction in China are blamed for the present severe drought. 

   Thai authorities have warned farming communities in particular to reduce water consumption and to refrain from planting second and third rice crops this year. But an editorial in the Bangkok Post said that already hard struggling farmers should not be the only group to have to sacrifice. “This unequal treatment must change,” it said, arguing that all sectors of society, be it agriculture, tourism, industry and households even, are called to consume water sparingly. All groups must also have equal access to water.

   That means that hotel, golf courses and other tourist facilities must also no longer waste scarce water sources. Facing a major crisis, hoteliers on Phuket and Samui - resort islands where water shortages have become common place in recent years - say the government should require the hospitality business to get serious about water conservation as continuous tourism-related development may lead to water shortages throughout the year, not only in the dry season. 
   Roland Henkel, general manager of the Amari Palm Reef Hotel Koh Samui called for decisive action: “I believe there should be a clear statement from the government that further destruction of forests by real estate and hotel developers must stop…”   (
UN, ADB: CRISIS STALLS POVERTY REDUCTION

[ADB 17/2/10; AFP: 17/2/10; IPS: 17/2/10] – THE UN World Tourism Organization holds the view that tourism is a key driver for economic development and poverty reduction. Undoubtedly, tourism is a big money-spinner, but the dollars it brings are not distributed evenly. Unfortunately, the poor rarely get a fair share from the tourist trade, and they are the first who will lose their jobs and income in times of crises. Another clear indication for this is a newly released joint report by the United Nations and the Asian Development Bank (ADB). It warns that the global economic crisis could trap an additional 21 million people in the Asia-Pacific region in extreme poverty. This is on top of the 900 million people in Asia who are already living in extreme poverty, defined as living on less than US$1.25 a day.

   The Asia-Pacific Regional Report 2009/10, titled, "Achieving the Millennium Development Goals in an era of global uncertainty," launched on 17 February in Manila, examines the toll that the global economic crisis has taken on progress towards the Millennium Development Goals in the Asia-Pacific region. Produced by United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (UN-ESCAP), ADB and the UN Development Programme (UNDP), the report identifies opportunities for action – showing how countries of Asia and the Pacific can better protect themselves from this and future crises.
   Asia had shown great progress in bringing people out of poverty in recent years, ADB vice-president Ursula Schaefer-Preuss said. "But gains are being reversed due to the economic crisis." 

   UN under-secretary General Noeleen Heyzer said that people in the export and tourism sectors in Asia had lost and were still losing their jobs due to the crisis, which swept across the globe in late 2008. Less foreign investment, aid and remittances from overseas workers were further hurting Asia's poor, she said.

   Among vulnerable populations in the region, women are among those likely to be hurt most by the impact of the crisis on poverty in the region. According to the report, they constitute the majority of Asia’s low- skilled, low-salaried and temporary workers – part of the flexible workforce that can easily be left behind during economic downturns.
   UN assistant secretary-general Ajay Chhibber said Asia-Pacific “lags woefully behind in social issues." Only 2% to 3% of Asia’s gross domestic product goes to social protections, such as pensions and unemployment insurance, he said, adding that this figure should ideally be 4% to 6%. This means large numbers of Asians are likely to fall back into poverty during economic crisis or during natural disasters, he said.   (
BRUNEI MEETING OF ASEAN TOURISM MINISTERS IN THE SPOTLIGHT
[TDN: 26/1/10; TTG-A: 5-11/2/10; TTR-W: 1/2/10; TPR-N: 30/11/09] - THE 13th Meeting of ASEAN Tourism Ministers (M-ATM) was convened on 24 January 2010 in Bandar Seri Begawan, in Brunei Darussalam, in conjunction with the ASEAN Tourism Forum 2010 (ATF 2010). The ministers noted that notwithstanding the global economic slowdown, ASEAN tourism still performed well, and continued to grow. Intra-ASEAN travel was the major contributor with 49% share of 65 million total international visitor arrivals in 2009.
   The tourism ministers agreed on the development of the framework of the ASEAN Tourism Strategic Plan (ATSP) 2011-2015, succeeding the Roadmap for Integration of Tourism Sector, which will expire in 2010.  The plan will recommend a wide range of policies and reforms in ASEAN's tourism marketing, branding, product development,   human   resource   development,    quality
standards, investment strategies, cruise development, crisis management and communications, infrastructure, and border, customs, and immigration policy. 

          The ATSP 2011-2015 was commissioned as a result of partnerships and agreements between the ASEAN National Tourism Organizations (NTOs) and the ASEAN Competitiveness Enhancement (ACE) office, a project designed and funded by the United States Agency for International Development (USAID). 
   The ACE has tasked the College of Innovation in Bangkok's Thammasat University with preparing the plan. The work on the ATSP will include a review of ASEAN declarations relating to tourism, consultation with public and private sector stakeholders, an assessment of projects initiated under the existing road map, the identification of priority activities, and the formulation of a vision and set of strategies that, when implemented, would lead to the successful regional integration of ASEAN tourism by 2015. 
   The first ‘Visit ASEAN’ tourism campaign was launched in 1992 with fanfare. Meanwhile, the new private sector-led ASEAN tourism marketing campaign called Southeast Asia – Feel the Warmth, which was introduced at the Brunei meeting, was however met with considerable criticism. The tourism ministers reportedly spent a long time “virtually nitpicking a new southeastasia.org website”, which is seen as the most important component of the campaign. Ministers asked for changes to be made to the website’s look and details. For some, using ‘Southeast Asia’ - rather than ‘ASEAN’ - was the bone of contention. Malaysian tourism minister Dr Ng Yen Yen insisted to retain the ASEAN brand in promotions, saying: “We should be consistent. People talk of the historical and geographical background of South-east Asia, but ASEAN is ASEAN. If people do not understand it, then let us educate them about the ASEAN brand. Let us not confuse people.”

   The project initiators - ASEAN Tourism Association (ASEANTA=the private sector umbrella body for the ASEAN region) and USAID-funded ACE - had hoped for the ministers’ endorsement of the campaign and its accompanying website that was soft-launched on 25 January. Eventually, however, the ministers only “supported” it in their joint statement, rather than endorsing it.

    As for the promotion of ASEAN as a “world-class tourism destination”, the ministers hailed the continued efforts of the ASEAN NTOs in providing recognition to hotels that have fulfilled the ASEAN Green Hotel Standards through the ASEAN Green Hotel Award. The Ministers also welcomed the initiative of the ASEAN NTOs to develop a list for those establishments that have fulfilled the criteria and requirements of the ASEAN Home Stay Standards.   (
REMINDING TOURISTS OF BURMA’S HUMAN RIGHTS REALITIES

[AI-UK: Feb.2010; TG: 15+16/2/10] - SHOULD tourists visit Burma? Ruled by a military dictatorship, Burma is shunned by both governments and tourists. Yet, many of its people are crying out for contact. So what is the ethical traveller to do? These were questions raised in a recent article by Jonathan Steele for The Guardian, published on 15 January 2010. 

   Kate Allen, the director of Amnesty International (AI) UK, promptly replied a day later: AI does not advocate boycotts per se, but potential tourists should be aware of the extent of the military government's repression. She referred to a newly released a report, The repression of ethnic minority activists in Myanmar (Burma), that paints a bleak picture of human rights in Burma (available at http://www.amnesty.org.uk/uploads/documents/doc_20163.pdf) .  
   “This is essential reading for the prospective tourist to the Southeast Asian state,” said Allen. Then she high-lighted one case detailed in the report as particularly harrowing: 

   “Four teenage girls are in celebratory mood, they've gathered in front of a karaoke machine to unwind and start singing songs in their native ethnic minority Kachin language. It could be anywhere on the planet. But this is Burma. And such actions… are deemed provocative and challenging under point four of The People's Desire "crush all internal and external destructive elements as the common enemy". It is enough for a group of watching soldiers to drag the quartet out of the club and take them off to a nearby forest. The quartet is then raped repeatedly. The story was covered by BBC Burmese Service, and as a result the girls were caned in front of their classmates and sentenced to a year in prison for defaming the government. The soldiers escaped without punishment.”

   “This case is just one of 700 included in our new report,” said the AI director. “The authorities have monitored, harassed, discriminated against, detained and imprisoned hundreds of such activists, and in some case tortured and murdered them. In a year, when the military government has promised to hold the first elections since 1990, when it denied the National League for Democracy’s re-sounding victory, it is imperative that anyone with an interest in Burma is aware of the wider picture.”
   According to the government sources, there are 135 ethnic minority groups in Burma. “Thousands of Kokang, Shan and Karen peoples have been displaced in ongoing military action,” said Allen. “More than 2,100 political prisoners, including many from ethnic minorities, languish in Burma's jails in deplorable conditions. Most are prisoners of conscience who have expressed their beliefs peacefully.”

   AI is calling on the Burmese government to lift restrictions on freedom of association, assembly, and religion in the run-up to the elections; to release immediately and unconditionally all prisoners of con-science; and to remove restrictions on independent media to cover the campaigning and election process. 
   “If Burma truly wants to show it is on a ‘roadmap to democracy’ and intends to hold legitimate elections, then the repression detailed in Amnesty's report must come to an end,” said Allen. Otherwise, there is the danger that “the case of the four Kachin girls risks being repeated again and again.”    (
BURMA: EVICTED FROM THE BEACH

[TI: 16/1/10] - WHEN people come to the beaches of Chaung Tha and Ngwe Saung in Irrawaddy Division, they immediately feel their stress melt away. The warm sand, clear blue sky and bluish-green water bring relief to the weary souls of Burmese city dwellers and world travellers alike. But for many of the original residents of these famous resort areas, life here is anything but paradise.

   Although they once lived simple but comfortable lives as coconut growers, many local people now barely scrape by on what they can earn from wandering the beaches with food to sell to tourists. And even this income is often denied them by police and resort owners, who regard them as little more than a blight on the local tourism industry.

    Many foreign and local tourists flock to the beaches of Ngwe Saung and Chaung Tha from December to April. There are now 18 hotels in Ngwe Saung, 13 in Chaung Tha and another 25 bungalows waiting to accommodate visitors from near and far. Most have appeared in the past decade, after a land grab by the government cleared the way for cronies of Burma's ruling junta to develop prime seaside properties.

  For many beach vendors, there is no forgetting that these beaches once belonged to them. 

“We used to own these lands once,” says one woman who sells grilled seafood on the beach, looking vacantly at the Ngwe Saung seashore. Like many other people who lived in this area before property developers moved in and turned it into a upscale tourism hotspot, she and her family lost their coconut plantation in 2000, when the government confiscated their land. They received nothing for the land itself, but were paid 1,500 kyat (US $1.50) for each coconut tree they owned. Her family had 50 trees, so they received a total of just 75,000 kyat (US$75). Deprived of his land and his livelihood, her father died of grief, she said. Now, she and her 10-year-old middle son spend their days trying to sell food to tourists. 

   But walking the beach in search of customers is a risky business. “We used to have our own coconut plantation, but now this is how we make a living,” said another vendor on Chaung Tha beach. “During the high season, when there are lots of tourists, we can get by selling seafood on the beach, but we always have to be careful not to get arrested.” 

    “These vendors are a nuisance to our guests,” said the manager of one beach hotel. “It also looks bad for our country.”

   Some vendors say that hotel staff often team up with local police to prevent them from selling food on the beach. "Sometimes we can't get away from the police because we can't run into the water to escape, and we can't run towards the hotels, where the staff are waiting to catch us,” said one of the vendors who sells grilled prawns on Chaung Tha beach.

   Even outsiders who have witnessed the growth of the local tourism industry say they can see a steady deterioration in the quality of life for people who lived near the beaches before they became popular resort areas. “Locals used to be able to live easily before, but now if you ask them about life here, eight out of ten will tell you they are in hardship. They have lost all of their property and have been uprooted. They can't even afford to send their kids to school anymore,” said an employee of the Htoo Trading Company, one of the biggest property developers in the resort areas.   ( 
INDONESIA: BALI THREATENED
BY OVER-DEVELOPMENT

[TA: 2/1/10; BD: 11/1/10; JP: 20/1/10] – A RECENT article in The Australian highlighted the surge in development experienced by Bali over the past decade, suggesting that the island's carrying capacity for such development may have surpassed the breaking point and that "Bali's magic" may be under threat.

   The article said "cracks are appearing in the system as archaic utilities and infrastructure buckle under rampant development denuding the island's rain forests and coastline." Equally alarming, are the warnings sounded that "the Balinese are in danger of disorientation from their attractive culture of customs, dance, music and art."

   Citing heretofore unheard of traffic jams, pollution, power blackouts, water shortages and piles of trash across the island, Oswar Mungkasa of the National Development Planning Board (BAPPENAS) said, "if Bali continues in this way, it will collapse in 10 years. For me, Bali is not as attractive as it was. Local government doesn't realize, because investors keep coming, it is sitting on a time bomb." Charged with helping Bali devise systems for waste management, Mungkasa fears nothing short of a cholera outbreak could wake the Balinese up to the environmental disaster lurking in the near future.

   The lure of the investment dollar has caused zoning rules to be ignored that stipulate setbacks from beach fronts, roads and rivers. Equally, rules that mandate a maximum building height of 15 meters and 40% open space for rain water re-absorption are flaunted by developers.

   One Australian involved in Bali's property sector described the current situation as one of "rampant and random urban sprawl." In fact, there is little land left for sale in Kuta, Legian and Seminyak. Areas once populated by local villages and fishing villages are now covered with hotels and villas, leaving future generations of Balinese disenfranchised from highly priced land that once housed family and ancestral temples.
   A study undertaken less than one decade ago projected that the ideal population level for Bali was 2.3 million, a figure made mockery of by a population now passing the 3.4 million mark. The head of the ‘Bali Tourism Board’, Ida Bagus Wijaya said: "We have to upgrade electricity, water, sewerage and telecommunications. But there is no proper planning. Kuta and surrounding areas have blown out in population and size. Infrastructure is not keeping up with development." As a result, permits are issued by often time venal officials with no regard to carrying capacity issues, such as electrical power shortages and a shrinking water supply.

   An Indonesian environmentalist, Yuyun Ismawati, said that recent water tests conducted in front of some of Bali's most luxurious hotels in Seminyak were shocking: "The lab told me it was sewage. It was actually sea water. I would not swim in the ocean in Bali."

   Balinese academic Adnyana Manuaba said, "no one seems conscious of the fact Bali is a small island with limitations." Citing the one million plus motorbikes and vehicles on an island virtually bereft of mass transport, Manuaba added, "the government is happy to receive a lot of taxes from motor cars." 

   Stuart Smith, an expatriate living in Bali for the past 12 years warned, "coastal land is being desecrated. It's like a shock wave and it's grown out of control." Smith mentions a new development in Canggu  ‘Sea Sentosa’, that he claims is built across from an estuary and just meters from the beach in flagrant disregard of existing zoning laws.

   Notwithstanding the global financial crisis, Bali has remained an attractive place for both domestic and foreign investors with investment rising by 31%, from US$1.12 billion in 2008 to US$1.47 billion last year. The tourism sector will continue to dominate this year's investment, while other sectors including agriculture will remain sluggish. 

   "Investment in tourism remains high as it provides a faster return of profits than other sectors," said investment board head Nyoman Suwirya Patra.   (
LAOS: TOURISM ERODES TRADI-TIONAL CULTURE, WAY OF LIFE

[MP: 19/1/10] - AS Laos is opening its doors widely to tourism, it is facing a classic conundrum. The country desperately wants to earn tourist dollars. But it also wants to preserve its traditional ways. Doing both may be impossible.

   According to statistics from Laos' tourism authority, annual tourist arrivals in Laos have tripled in 10 years, from half a million in 1998 to 1.7 million in 2008; and tourism now brings in US$275 million in annual revenue, up from US$80 million in 1998, making it Laos' second biggest money-maker after mining.

   The key draws are the capital, Vientiane, and the temple-studded World Heritage Site, Luang Prabang. Meanwhile, Vang Vieng has carved out a niche as a mandatory stop on the backpacker trail through SE Asia. It caters to young hedonists with scores of cafes, bars and riverside debauchery, making it something of a "lost city of sin" in the heart of Laos.
   Vang Vieng's natural beauty is breathtaking: It sits on the Nam Song River amid jagged karst mountains. The obligatory activity here is inner-tubing down the river. Tourists crowd onto trucks that drive them to a spot upriver from the city. By the launch site, hordes of shirtless and bikini-clad Western tourists gyrate to deafening techno music, as others hurtle into the river from rickety wooden platforms three stories high. As these two YouTube videos illustrate, it's like the underground party scene from a "Matrix" movie.

   Enterprising locals have built riverside bars hawking the national pride, "Beerlao," and jerry-rigged flywires over the river. Lao touts tempt passing inner-tubers by throwing lines at them; if you're thirsty you just grab on and they pull you in. Such attractions are a big draw for younger tourists, in particular. But they have some wondering whether Vang Vieng has lost its soul.

   "Each time a young Australian woman strolls down the street in a bikini, a bearded American smokes a joint on a guesthouse terrace, or a group of Koreans tumbles drunkenly out of a restaurant, it saps a little more of the essence of a town like Vang Vieng," said Brett Dakin, the author of "Another Quiet American," a chronicle of two years in Laos working for the tourist authority.

   There's no easy solution to the problem. Thavipheth Oula, an official at the Lao National Tourism Admini-stration, said restrictions on young foreign backpackers would backfire by taking away much-needed income from the local Lao who run guesthouses, restaurants and other tourist businesses. Instead, the authority is pinning its hopes on "awareness programmes" for tourists and locals. Such programs will "ask tourists to respect and strictly follow the rules, regulations, tradition and cultures of the Lao people," Oula said. "At the same time, [we should] educate local people to maintain the Lao identity, way of life, tradition and culture and not imitate tourist behaviour."

   For Dakin, a little sensitivity could go a long way. "It's not hard to travel responsibly in Laos, it just requires a little thought, and perhaps above all the ability to empathize," said Dakin. "Would you want your visitors acting this way in your hometown?"   (
MALAYSIA: TOURISM A DOUBLE-EDGED SWORD FOR LANGKAWI

[TE: 5/1/10] - WITH its turquoise seas and white beaches, 80% of Langkawi’s economy is linked to tourism, but over-development and rainforest clearances are threatening the natural attractions that draw people to its shores.

   What sets Langkawi apart from its rivals in the region - Bali, Phuket and Penang - is its geography and biodiversity. Expanses of moss-green rainforest, man-grove swamps, tree-clad limestone mountains, coastal forests, mudflats, marine parks of hard and soft coral, 220 species of birds, many mammals, dolphins, migrating whale sharks and other wildlife. Intense logging over the years has taken its toll, however, and continues today, despite Langkawi's forests being protected. With more than half its precious natural heritage lost, the 'Jewel of Kedah' (Kedah being the mainland state to which Langkawi belongs) is at a tipping point.

   Jobs may matter on the island, but destroying whole ecosystems to make way for new developments or to create farmland is a shortsighted approach, argues Irshad Mobarak, a local environmentalist who chairs the Langkawi Branch of the Malaysian Nature Society and owns a company that offers nature tours on the island. 'Not to protect Langkawi's natural capital is economic suicide,' he said.
   He has been galvanizing support for the rainforest through a series of talks to hotels and hospitality industry staff, and aims to collect 4,000 signatures on a petition calling upon Langkawi's authorities to do more to protect the islands' natural heritage. “Those who are native to the island have most to lose,” he said. “The destruction of their natural heritage not only jeopardizes their jobs in the tourism industry, but also will impact on the farming and fishing industries, and ultimately on their quality of life.”
   The focus of the campaign is on educating as many islanders as possible, with the petition demanding that all remaining wildlands be totally protected from deve-lopment and illegal encroachment, for the sake of the island's water security, to mitigate climate change, flash floods and water pollution into rivers and seas.
   Islands are particularly prone to environmental degrada-tion. With a limited geographical range, unique island species are more likely to succumb to disease, fire, bad weather and normal fluctuations in population, all exacer-bated by human action. 
   The warning signs are already there on Langkawi. Illegal encroachment into wild areas to build roads, hotels and other developments is dividing wildlife habitats. As the rainforest dwindles, the land loses the ability to soak up heavy rainfall, making flash floods more common, destroying the island's pastures and paddy fields.

   “Langkawi is experiencing an unprecedented level of habitat loss and fragmentation,” explained Irshad. “Animals can no longer move safely from one part of their habitat to another to feed, breed or to patrol their territory. This may result in inbreeding and eventually a decrease in the viability of the species' gene pool, causing extinction. Loss of habitat compounded by habitat frag-mentation is the biggest threat to the island's natural biodiversity. The island is in grave danger of losing its most valuable asset.”
   Langkawi markets itself as an ecotourism destination, and Irshad's message is that development does not necessarily mean destruction. He is seeking for solutions as to how the rainforest can provide for the people - none of which involves a chain-saw. 'More effort needs to be made, but I am optimistic that we can reach a place where there is equilibrium between the needs of people and the needs of nature.'   (
MALAYSIA: DON’T RELOCATE SABAH’S ORANGUTANS FOR ECOTOURISM!

[TS-M: 19/1/10] - SABAH is strongly opposing the relocation of any orangutans to peninsular Malaysia for ecotourism purposes. Its Tourism, Culture and Environ-ment Minister Datuk Masidi Manjun recently said that not only was it dangerous to remove the environment-sensitive primates from their natural habitat, but local people were also against such a move to send away the state’s icon. 

   There are about 11,000 orangutans left in Sabah, and the Sabah Wildlife Department is working towards rehabilitating orangutans affected by forest clearings for agricultural purposes.

   Masidi was commenting on a proposal by Deputy Tourism Minister Datuk James Dawos Mamit to obtain orangutans from Sabah and Sarawak to set up an ecotourism attraction similar to the Sepilok orangutan sanctuary in Sandakan and the Semenggoh Wildlife Centre in Kuching. He said that orangutans were not like some other animals that could be relocated from their habitat easily, and such movement could prove traumatic for them. “The orangutans should stay where they are. Those who want to see orangutans will have to come to Sabah to see them,” Masidi said.

    Mamit had told reporters that Prime Minister Datuk Seri Najib Tun Razak wanted some orangutans be sent to peninsular Malaysia. But according to Masidi there has been no official request made to the Sabah government for the orangutans. “If there is, we are willing to talk and explain our views,” he said.   (
PHILIPPINES: BOHOL’S ENVIRON-MENT A SERIOUS CONCERN

[TBS: 17/1/10; BC: 31/1/10; WWF: 25.1.10; JP: 21.1.10] – BOHOL has been envisioned to become “a prime eco-cultural tourism destination and a balanced agro-industrial province,” according to Edgar Chatto, a lawyer and guber-natorial candidate for Bohol. Meanwhile, environmental groups, sustainable development advocates and other concerned Boholanos have warned of human inter-ventions that accelerate climate change, test nature’s limit or ruin the very web of life. They likewise caution against pushing for “senseless, heartless” developments that simply serve man’s insatiable greed. 

   Chatto said ecologically-sensitive investments and economic infrastructures or activities of unusual magni-tude should be compatible with duly-approved plans, not dictating the pace of environmental degradation. 

   A case in point is a highly controversial reclamation project in Panglao Bay. Amid moves to dry Panglao seas up by the almost 500-hectare reclamation, experts from 19 countries recently pointed out the enormous importance of Panglao waters. Panglao has been identified as the “center of the center” of marine biodiversity in the world, a place of outstanding value in the so-called Coral Triangle, which includes marine areas of the Philippines, Indonesia, Malaysia, Papua New Guinea, the Solomon Islands and Timor Leste.

   Panglao Against Reclamation (PARE), a coalition composed of local residents and resort owners, is strongly opposing the proposed reclamation project, saying "the offshore reclamation would adversely affect the livelihood of fishermen relying on their daily fish catch in the Bohol and Cebu Strait as Panglao Bay is a spawning area of marine species."
   The fisherfolk alliance ‘Pamalakaya’ or National Movement of Fisherfolks in the Philippines has called on the government to stop the ambitious reclamation plan. If the project is pushed through, it will be "a geographic devastation and environmental holocaust," it said. Pamalakaya will formally address the chair of the Senate Committee on Climate Change to conduct an investi-gation on the possible impact of offshore reclamation in Panglao Island on climate change.
   In a separate development, more than 160 delegates, including seafood, travel and tourism operators, recently gathered in Manila for the first Coral Triangle Business Summit to reach agreements on how their industries could contribute to the protection of the Coral Triangle and the 120 million livelihoods that depend on its marine resources. Organized by the Philippine Department of Agriculture and the Philippine Department of the Environment and Natural Resources in collaboration with WWF and funded by USAID, delegates committed to a plan of action to protect the region’s marine environ-ments.

   It has been widely acknowledged that the Coral Triangle is under great threat. Under the current climate change path, and with the current rate of over-exploitation of marine resources, there will be 50% less protein available from the sea by 2050, and 80% less by the end of the century. 
   This not only represents a major food security threat for coastal communities but also the economic fallout of uncountable businesses, the tourism sector included, which once relied on healthy marine environments across the region.   ( 

THAILAND NEEDS BILL TO
MANAGE MARINE RESOURCES

[BP: 12/2/10] – THAILAND’s coastal tourist destination are facing increasing conflicts over natural resources and climate change impacts. 

   At a workshop on coastal erosion and global warming held on 11 February 2010, Prime Minister Abhisit Vejjajiva said [image: image1.png]
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the Natural Resources and Environment Ministry needs to speed up its drafting of a marine and coastal areas management bill to deal with erosion and conflicts over the use of marine resources, which affects over 12 million people in coastal communities. Existing measures, such as the ministry's five-year national strategic plan on climate change (2009-2013), have failed to deal with the severity of the natural resources management problems, he said, adding there also was not enough public participation.
   Addressing about 300 environment officials, PM Abhisit said Thailand had lost vast areas of coastal land over the past 20 years to erosion. The problem had become worse in recent years because of heavy waves and changing sea currents caused by global warming. Legislation should be supported by people planting mangrove forests, which would act as a green belt to safeguard the coast from waves.

   The Environment Ministry should enforce regulations to prevent encroachment on coastal areas, to curb the use of underground water in coastal areas because this exacerbates the erosion, and to ban human activity in coastal erosion-prone zones.
    Natural Resources and Environment Minister Suwit Khunkitti said erosion was particularly serious along 180km of coastline in 13 provinces classified as a coastal erosion hazard area. They are Chanthaburi, Rayong, Chachoengsao, Samut Prakan, Bangkok, Samut Sakhon, Phetchaburi, Prachuap Khiri Khan, Surat Thani, Nakhon Si Thammarat, Songkhla, Pattani and Narathiwat. 
    Erosion eats up five metres of coastline a year on average, Suwit said. Samut Sakhon, located some 30 km southwest from Bangkok, is the worst hit province, losing 10 to 20 metres of coast every year.   (
VIETNAM: CLIMATE CHANGE IMPACTS FAIL TO THWART RESORT RUSH

[TNN: 8/1/10] - AFTER a brief lull in the local real estate market owing to the global economic crisis, waterfront properties in the central city of Da Nang have become hot items. But the market effervescence, especially in the segment of coastal high-class villas and houses, is apparently inured to the dire warnings about the impacts of rising water levels in the sea.
   Tuoi Tre newspaper recently cited Savills Vietnam – a real estate consulting company, as saying many villas in Da Nang were bought even as they were being built. In the third quarter of 2009, there were 387 villas from six coastal tourism property projects in Da Nang introduced into the market. 
   Surprisingly, villas from one of those projects, the Olalani project, priced at roughly US$2.5 million each, were all sold out. In another project, the Hyatt Regency, 70 % of 27 three-bedroom villas, the cheapest of which costs US$1.5 million, have been booked. In the Ocean Villas project, divided into three sections, 26% of villas whose prices ranged from US$420,000-720,000 have also been bought. In other projects like Montgomerie Links & Estates and the Son Tra Spa & Resort, sales of villas which cost US$500,000 and above are also reported to be brisk.
   Most Da Nang residents are not enthusiastic about tourism real estate, because their earnings are far from the prices commanded by coastal villas or luxurious apartments. And with a population of only 900,000, Da Nang does not have the same economic environment as Hanoi or Ho Chi Minh City. Most importantly, however, the people of Da Nang know best the disadvantages and difficulties of living near the sea. They know how unsafe it is to live on the beaches during the stormy season. The unpredictable occurrence of storms and floods in recent years shows how risky it is to live near the sea. 

   According to the official website of the Da Nang People's Committee, during the storms that attacked South Hoa Hiep Ward, Lien Chieu District, in 2007 and 2008, sea water entered deep inside the land, flooding several houses and shrimp ponds. Also in the area, a section of the dyke almost 2 km long along the banks of Cu De River  was heavily damaged. Dozens of houses collapsed or were damaged by land erosion caused by the sea. The sea also encroached 100 meters into the residential area north of Nam O edge.
   Like other provinces and cities in the central coastal region, Da Nang has been suffering from several climate change impacts. At the conference on "Assessing the vulnerability to climate change of Da Nang, its perils and solutions", held in May 2009, there was a rather striking report, which predicted that 30,000 households with over 170,000 residents in the coastal wards of Da Nang would lose their homes when sea levels rise by 30 cm in 2040.
    Rising sea also causes deeper and longer-lasting inun-dation in flat areas. Moreover, the report warns that droughts caused by climate change would be more and more critical, creating water shortage for more than 70,000 urban residents and about 1,000 hectares of agricultural land. "This will be a huge disaster for life and the development in Da Nang," said the report.
   Rising sea water is not a problem of the future. According to Nguyen Van Duc, deputy minister of Natural Resources and Environment, temperatures have increased by 0.7 degrees Celsius in the past 50 years and sea water levels have risen by about 20 cm in Vietnam.

   So how can all the luxurious villas and houses in the coastal areas avoid being affected? Is it that tourism real estate investors in Da Nang have not anticipated the risk, or are they hoping to sell those expensive assets before the rising sea water problem becomes critical? Or are they hoping the Da Nang administration will be able to find some solutions to the problem in the future?   (
VIETNAM’S REAL ESTATE
DEVELOPERS GO ‘GREEN’

[PW: 11/2/10] – EXPERTS are warning that there are no standards in ‘eco-resort’ development. In fact, it is quite possible that projects can be labelled “green” but actually have very few environmentally friendly attributes, according to Nguyen Xuan Chau, Lecturer at the Economics University in Ho Chi Minh.
   The Ministry of Construction confirmed that it does not have any standards for ‘ecological’ real estate products. ‘It is quite a new concept here,’ a spokesman said.

   Chau said that there is no exact description of what can be called an ecological real estate project. He expressed concern that property investors may be given false information by developers and agents. He added that so-called green projects are often priced higher and are located in beautiful locations where perhaps their impact on the environment is even more questionable. 

   Selling well, eco-friendly apartments are rapidly being developed in coastal areas and alongside waterways. Dong Nai province has more projects dubbed ‘ecological’ than any other area.
   The resort real estate sector is regarded as a good opportunity for investors as tourism numbers are expected to increase in coming years. At present, many investors are eying coastal property projects embedded with tourism development goals. According to figures from the General Tourism Office, there were 4.2 million tourists in 2008, and in the first half of 2009, over two million tourists visited Vietnam. This year, it is predicted that there will be around 6 million tourist arrivals. 

   Nguyen Quang Hai, chairman of the An Phat Group, said that previously resort and real estate investors tended to be speculators but now there are more seeking a long term investment that brings a steady return. He added that he believes ‘ecological’ projects will prove to be the most popular with investors.   (
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