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CLIMATE CHANGE HEATS UP ASIA
Edited from a longer article by Peter ter Weeme for the Vancouver Observer [1.6.10]

I

t’s May, the so-called “dry season” in Bali, but it’s anything but dry this year. Rain has fallen almost every day for the past three weeks. The island’s climate has been organized around the rhythm of wet months and dry ones, but this year it’s definitely topsy-turvy. Putu, a local village guide in Keliki, trudges along a muddy path in the rice field as he talks about how the weather has changed. He’s no scientist but he is in tune with his environment. Nature, he concludes, is confused.
   “When I was a kid, we used to head into the rice fields for the day without sun tan lotion. Now, we can barely stand the sun in the afternoon. After a couple of hours, we go inside for a break because our skin hurts so much,” he says. His voice is steady but you can hear the fear. He talks about seedlings that die from the heat, about shortages of water and then flash floods that come from nowhere. Some of these patterns were always there, but now they’re magnified and grotesque, like the muscles of a bodybuilder on steroids.
   And while he doesn’t understand the intricacies of climate science, Putu’s observations are backed up by the Meteorology, Climatology and Geophysics Agency (BMKG) in Jakarta. According to their climate scientists, global warming has triggered several anomalies including rising sea levels and increased sea surface temperatures. It’s led to unpredictable rainfall that bears no resemblance to normal patterns.
   All over Asia, the effects of climate change are being felt on the ground. After interviewing dozens locals in Viet-nam, Laos, India, Bhutan and Indonesia, I've found no one who has refuted the fact that the climate is different than it was 20 short years ago. And none of them are disputing that humans are causing it. 
   Over in India, Delhi has just finished its hottest April in 52 years. May has been a record-breaker too. Throughout Rajasthan, the state southwest of Delhi, water issues are at critical levels. It’s not just a recent phenomenon either – drought has ravaged the state for the past 10 years, withering crops, drying up wells and virtually roasting cattle before they are even butchered.
   Meanwhile, in Laos, boat traffic on the Lower Mekong River was suspended three months ago due to a dramatic drop in the water level. It is below 1993 levels, which fol-lowed the most extreme regional drought on record. This year’s low water levels are the result of conditions in Nor-thern Thailand and Laos, and are part of a wider regional drought being experienced upstream in Yunnan Province in China. The 2009 flood season was drier than normal with wet season river levels in Vientiane, the capital of Laos, among some of the lowest on record in the last 100 years.
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   This lack of water is creating regional tensions around water management. It’s also making life difficult for the subsistence farmers and fishers who rely on the water for their livelihood. Living on a knife-edge, just one bad sea-son can generate devastating impacts and personal eco-nomic ruin. 
   Tourism has frequently been fingered as an economic saviour. However, it too is not immune to the vagaries of a changing climate. “One of the cruise boats that plies the upper Mekong broke up on the rocks earlier this season,” offers Myriam, a French hostess on a lower Mekong ship. “The captain hadn’t realized just how shallow the river had become. Passengers had to be evacuated but fortunately there were no casualties.” Immediately follow-ing the incident, all fast and slow boats on the river were suspended until further notice. More jobs were put in jeopardy.
   These stories of climate change are but a drop in the proverbial bucket, and they have a sad irony to them. Our lifestyles, our privileged position, our arrogance has created climate change. Yet, it’s the poorest, least resilient people in developing countries that are bearing the most dramatic social, environmental and economic costs. 
   In dozens of conversations about changes in that region’s climate, the only suggestion that climate change is either imagined, trumped up or a hoax is voiced by European and American tourists. Whether it’s a Dutch executive at Shell or Republican seniors who live on a golf course in Pennsylvania, they’re enjoying Asian vaca-tions made less threatening thanks to their comforttable blinders and convenient explanations. 
   These travellers are resolute in their belief that this is all part of the planet’s natural climate variability. Indeed, they suggest that the fact that we’ve never had such high concentrations of CO2 in the atmosphere is mere fear-mongering and has no relevance. Are they ignorant or is it just easier to deny responsibility? After all, who wants to be reminded that the carbon footprint of their flight is far greater than that of an entire Asian village?
   The future impacts of climate change globally remain uncertain but each new piece of data confirms that it’s not likely to be pretty. That prognosis is all too evident to many Asians already. Just ask them.   (
UNESCO HERITAGE LISTING - TRAMPLING OUR TREASURES
Heritage listing may cause more harm than good, says Steve Harris. The following is a shortened version of his commentary for the Sydney Morning Herald [13.6.10]

IN a nutshell, UNESCO's laudable philosophy that heritage sites ''belong to everyone'' clashes with the reality of the sites' socio-economic costs/benefits not being fairly shared by ''everyone''.

   Done well, heritage listing can be good for the health of the site, local communities, economies, and engen-der greater world awareness of the value of our assets. Done badly, heri-tage listing can be a magnet for the diseases of traffic, congestion, com-mercialization, environmental risk and corruption. History and heritage can be trivialized and long-standing culture commodified. The very justifi-cation for heritage listing can be lost in the resulting tourism tsunami.
   As countries move from underdeve-loped to developed status, the ker-ching of new tourism will invariably trump any new conservation card. It's a perfect storm of risk posed by world population growth, rising cultural tou-rism, and rising interest in places that might not have a mature understand-ing of long-term visitation overload, or the infrastructure to cope.

   The ancient Chinese city of Lijiang is a classic illustration. Its heritage listing in 1997 saw visitors jump from 1.7 million to 4.6 million in a decade. Visitors to Angkor Wat in Cambodia jumped from less than 10,000 in 1992 to more than one million a year. Obscurity and remoteness is no pro-tection. Commercial interests drive measures to facilitate large numbers of tourists, too often compromising the authentic heritage values that attract visitors to the property in the first place.

   Heritage protection, like clean air and a healthy environment, is what governments and citizens say they want, but they are not always pre-pared to pay a price. If the world is to slow the negative impacts on many of these jewels of humanity's heritage, it must extract a bigger commitment, or price, for the ''licence'' to economi-cally mine the heritage.

   The World Heritage Centre, which runs the heritage listing, has just 100 staff and US$25 million annual reve-nue, miniscule against the number of tourists and money pouring through listed sites. Its power is largely moral or diplomatic: it can provide manage-ment manuals, ecotourism advice and education, but ultimately local sites are managed locally and the motivations, in rich and poor coun-tries alike, are not always about long-term and shared wellbeing.

   UNESCO has also recently recog-nized it was feeding the problem. In 2009, it added another 13 sites, but it has since decided to limit national applications to two per country per year. However, there will inevitably be a push from emerging countries to have their day at the tourist trough, even if they lack relative infrastruc-ture and conservation commitment.

   Global solutions of more money, expertise, controls and conditions is unlikely. So perhaps UNESCO should up the ante and encourage a debate on whether heritage listing is something of a hoax, because if conservation was the primary goal then shouldn't these places simply be left alone?    (

BURMA OPENS UP IN PURSUIT OF
TOURIST CASH

[TN-UAE: 11.6.10] - THE Burmese military regime is trying to encourage more tourists to visit the country – still subject to a tourism boycott campaign – by easing visa restrictions. The introduction of visas on arrival for all nationalities, made in a surprise announcement by the government at the end of May, is an unprecedented opening of the country to outsiders.

   Visits by foreigners have been banned or limited to seven days for selected periods since military rule was established in 1962. Today, apart from a couple of one-day visit exceptions, land borders are officially sealed to tourists, who must fly in and out of Rangoon or Mandalay.
    Sources close to the government have said the regime wants to increase tourism and improve its image with the new visa regulation. But Burma analysts believe the new system does not signal a fundamental change in the junta’s closed regime. The purpose is to increase revenue for the ruling junta, they say – directly linking tourism to support of the regime.

   “This is not about Burma opening up,” said Mark Far-maner, the director of Burma Campaign UK, a pro-democracy group which advises against tourism to Bur-ma. “There have been clear signals that in the run up to the elections [due later this year] that foreigners will not be allowed in, and development workers may even be told to leave.”
   The revenues in US dollars, achieved through foreign investment and tourism, are needed by the junta for its foreign exchange reserves. “The junta needs the money for buying arms and other foreign goods,” said one Burma analyst who asked to remain anonymous. 
   More than a decade ago the regime identified tourism as a key potential source of income and sought to encou-rage tourists with “Visit Myanmar Year” in 1996. It was widely reported that forced labour was used to build tourist infrastructure and more than a million people were displaced to make way for facilities such as in the ancient temple city of Pagan. An international tourism boycott was launched in response to calls from Burma’s democracy movement, prompting many companies and airlines to stop running trips to the country. Almost 15 years later, the boycott continues to be the position of pro-democracy campaigners and interest groups who say they will cam-paign again if the new visa policy shows signs of success.
   Burma’s regime claims it earns US$100 million a year from tourism – or more than $1 billion since it came to power in 1988. Meanwhile, it spends over 40% of its budget on the military.
   “There is no good in going on holiday to Burma,” Far-maner said. “For the ethnic people, there is a direct link between tourism and increasing crimes against humanity against them. When tourism increased in the nineties, the army doubled, and people suffered more.”

   The effect of the new visa policy remains to be seen. Tourist arrivals to Burma have risen gradually over the last decade but remain very low. According to figures of the UN World Tourism Organization, tourist arrivals – mainly from Asia – rose from 208,000 in 2000 to 248,000 in 2008.   (
SHIFTING SAND FROM CAMBODIA

[GW: 10.5.10; AP: 17.5.10; PPP: 9.6.10] - ACCORDING to a new report released by the UK-based watchdog group Global Witness, an ecologically and socially devastating sand-dredging industry has developed in Cambodia to serve the rapid expansion of Singapore (see story on p.6). This booming trade is being monopolized by two pro-minent Cambodian Senators with close ties to Prime Minster Hun Sen - despite a supposed government ban on sand exports, says the report entitled ‘Shifting Sand: How Singapore’s demand for Cambodian sand threatens ecosystems and undermines good governance’.  
   Over the last decade, Global Witness has repeatedly exposed Cambodia's "kleptocratic elite" for excessively exploiting the country's forests, minerals and other natural resources through corruption and cronyism, often accom-panied by abuses of human rights. Its latest report says Cambodia's sand-dredging industry "poses a huge risk to its coastal environment, threatening endangered species, fish stocks and local livelihoods. There is no evidence that basic environmental safeguards have been applied."

   Last year, Cambodian Prime Minister Hun Sen announ-ced a ban on sand exports amidst local protests. But the Global Witness found that the country continues to supply Singapore with sand dredged up from its ecologically fragile coastal areas. For example, huge amounts of sand have been mined from the waters around the resort island Koh Kong in the country's southwest. Government spokesman Khieu Kanharith explained such operations were prohibited near islands, ecotourism areas, deep-water regions and in zones with large number of fish stocks. But some dredging was allowed to serve local demand and to facilitate passage of ships in silted-over areas, he said, adding that surplus sand could be exported.

   According to a Phnom Penh Post report, however, sand mining companies have resumed large-scale operations in Koh Kong province’s salt-water estuaries since June 2 after a drop-off in dredging activities as a result of a sand-export ban last year. A fisherman from Village 4 in Smach Meanchey district’s Dong Tung commune was quoted as saying that he saw about 10 transport ships waiting in the ocean to transport sand offshore. He also blamed the dredgers for fish declines in shallow areas. “I don’t know about the environmental impact. I only know that when there are sand-dredging companies in the sea there are no fish,” he said.
   The Global Witness ‘Shifting Sand’ report can be down-loaded as a pdf file at: http://www.globalwitness.org/data/ files/shifting_sand_final.pdf.   (
CAMBODIA’S COLONIAL ARCHITEC-

TURE DISAPPEARS
[ANN: 7.6.10; VOA: 9.6.10] – MUCH of the French colonial architecture in Phnom Penh and some provincial capitals has been destroyed, with some experts reckoning that 40% of perhaps 300 colonial era buildings have been demolished in the past 20 years.

   Michel Verrot, the head of the French-funded Mission du Patrimonie, which works to assess and to restore the capital's shrinking pool of colonial buildings, said the government is keen to preserve buildings in the tourist town of Siem Reap. But interest does not extend to Phnom Penh, he added, as it is seen as the business and economic hub of the country, and not a tourist zone.
   "Phnom Penh must be a very modern town, an econo-mical town," he said. "And the heritage is in Siem Reap, and the tourism must be on the sea and in Siem Reap. But not in Phnom Penh. It's wrong. It's clearly wrong, but it is [how it is]."
   Verrot explained that during France's rule, Phnom Penh was designed as a city of gardens, avenues and pleasing views - now it is lost in the rush to modernity. 
   "What is happening is that all the views are becoming very, very disturbed, with things very, very different without any idea, without any global idea of the town development," said Verrot. "This is really today the most important problem. The second one is that everything is done without any general plan. We do the things one after one," Verrot said. 
   The Heritage Mission has mapped the architectural history of Phnom Penh and helped to restore several buil-dings, including the iconic Central Market, which is a favorite with tourists. In addition, a few owners have restored commercial buildings, like the Hotel le Royal.
   With tourism regarded as a key industry in Cambodia, the government is encouraging visitors to stay longer than the usual three days at Angkor Wat, in the town of Siem Reap. Verrot maintained preserving old buildings in Phnom Penh would actually fit with that aim. He and other preservation advocates suggested it is much cheaper to renovate than to rebuild because renovation uses local materials while new buildings require expensive imported steel and glass.   (
INDONESIA’S TOURISM ON THE WRONG TRACK
Edited from a commentary by Anak Agung Gde Agung, who was Social Affairs Minister under 
President Abdurrahman Wahid [Jakarta Post: 9.6.10]

Indonesia’s tourism is fraught with destructive myopia. For one, there is a burning obsession from all parties concerned to bring in as many tou-rists as possible without considering quality. The more bodies the better. There is little motivation to make sure that tourists entering the country are those who can appreciate the local culture and natural environment or to target those who are willing to stay longer and spend more.

   This short-sightedness since time immemorial has had multifaceted negative impacts. Nowhere is this more evident than in Bali, where the continuing double digit growth of tou-rists has greatly contributed to the erosion of its customs, tradition and natural landscape. The most des-tructtive effect has been the explo-sion of tourist infrastructures due to the quantum leap in visitor numbers. Hotels, villas, restaurants are burst-ing at the seams, not to mention the numbers of cars and motorcycles. Despite the rapid expansion of roads everywhere, the growth in vehicles has far surpassed that expansion so that now all throughout Bali tangled traffic jams that become worse by the day are bringing the island’s streets to a standstill.

   Other dangers also lurk. The island’s water reserves have reached precarious low levels because each hotel room consumes an average of 300 liters per day. Multiply that by today’s 78,000 rooms, which is far in excess of the 22,000 room limit offi-cially declared the optimal number for Bali, then you have an imminent catastrophic disaster coming. This deterioration is further worsened by serious erosion occurring at all of the 36 beaches and eight major rivers on the island as well as spiraling illegal logging occurring in the forests of West Bali.
   Bad as the above situations may sound, there is a greater danger looming for Bali’s cultural identity. This lies in the extremely fast and vast transfer of land from agricultural use to tourist facilities. Facts show that more than 1,000 hectares of farm lands have changed hands every year to become sites for hotels, villas, restaurants and malls over the last 15 years. With every land ex-change, the temples, ceremonies, rituals and unique communal ways of life of the Balinese that once flou-rished on those lands disappear to make way for modern facilities that bring with them strong foreign cultu-ral influences. With economic powers to give employment to the locals, these external forces have changed the life habits and outlooks of the surrounding populace. This is what is happening to such places like Semin-yak, Canggu, Sanur, Kuta, Jimbaran, the Bukit Area, Ubud and other simi-lar fast growing places that have be-come foreign satellites replete with their expatriate lifestyles.
   All these negatives could have been minimized, if not altogether avoided, if the government and interested parties would have heeded the most basic paradigm of tourism. This paradigm says that the best types of tourists are those who can appreciate what a certain destination can offer.

   In the case of Bali, what it offers is its rich culture and breathtaking environment. Such tourists will admire and blend with the surroun-dings and in the process make the local people proud of their heritage and encourage them to conserve their culture and environment which will attract more similarly minded tourists. A higher influx of admiring tourists would induce the local popu-lace to take even greater care of their tradition, customs and natural land-scapes. In such an instance, tourists would not erode local treasures. On the contrary they, together with the local populace, would actually re-inforce them and provide a magnet for more similar tourists to come.   (
INDONESIA: TOURISM WORKERS WANT BETTER PAY 

 [JP: 31.5.10] - THE Bali Tourism Union has called on the provincial administration to set a minimum wage for their members. It said that the standardized wage is crucial for workers, given that tourism was the main source of income on the resort island. 
   "People on the island make their money from tourism. Therefore, the wage system for tourism workers should be standardized to ensure better livelihoods, which will then have a multiplying effect in other sectors," Satyawira said. There are around 16,000 tourism workers in Bali, mostly in Badung regency, who work in many popular tourist spots such as Kuta and Nusa Dua. 

   According to Satyawira, the current wage scheme for the workers in all fields uses a minimum wage set by the regency administration as the benchmark. In Badung, for instance, the minimum wage is Rp 1.1 million (US$110). 

He said the minimum wage should be at least the same or exceed the wage calculated using the survey of appropriate living standards (KHL) regulated under the 2005 regulation by the Manpower and Transmigration Ministry. 

   "Based on the survey in June 2009, a minimum wage for a single worker, who has been working less than a year, with a daily need of 3,000 calories, is set at around Rp 1.33 million. Therefore, the current wage is still below the KHL standard," he stressed. 

   Satyawira added the demand for a minimum wage system for tourism workers was not aimed to discriminate the sector from others. "It's not that tourism workers want to be treated differently, we just want tourism workers to have a positive economic impact in terms of higher consumer spending in other sectors," he said. 
   He emphasized that the minimum wage excluded service charges that the workers usually received from customers, saying that the wage only covered a sum of money the workers earn from their employers. He said the administration should draft a regulation, in which there were classifications to determine the amount of minimum wage the workers could earn. 

   Commenting on the workers' demands, head of the Bali chapter of the Indonesian Hotel and Restaurant Association (PHRI) Tjokorda Artha Ardana Sukowati, known as Cok Ace, said that the association would be open to discuss the issue along with tourist operator organizations and related stakeholders.   ( 
MALAYSIA: TOURISM RANKING 
HIGH IN FIVE-YEAR PLAN

[B-N: 12.6.10; MS: 10.6.10] - FOR the first time ever, the tourism industry has been included in the country's Five-Year Plan as a major economic player, said tourism minister Datuk Seri Dr Ng Yen Yen. She said this was because the government had realized the importance of the tourism industry to the country's development.

   According to the 10th Malaysia Plan – known as 10MP - report, Malaysia targets to improve its position to be among the top 10 countries, in terms of global tourism receipts in 2015. Dr Ng said the tourism industry con-tributed 9% to the country's Gross Domestic Product (GDP) last year. "With the implementation of the liberali-zation policy by the government, the industry can achieve greater development for many tourism-related industries," said Dr Ng.  

   She added that as the Chinese government had also included the tourism industry as an economic pillar, China as a major partner for Malaysia in this sector could con-tribute to the further development of the industry.
   The 10MP also places emphasis on the use of re-newable energy and on increasing energy efficiency as a step towards more environmental sustainability. Prime Minister Datuk Seri Najib Tun Razak said the government would promote economic opportunities which create value from conservation. "For example, ecotourism can gene-rate income, particularly for local communities to encou-rage the conservation of the country's flora and fauna”, he said. "We must also seize opportunities that arise from emerging trends, where green products, services and technology are increasingly in demand."   (
PHILIPPINES: BORACAY AIRPORT PROJECT CREATES CONTROVERSY
[AHN: 7.6.10] - FILIPINO environment officials are investi-gating a study that claims extending an airport runway to accommodate more tourists to Boracay would destroy the popular resort island's beaches. The announcement was made as critics grew and several national newspapers issued op-eds critical of the proposal.
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   The Environment Department said it had sent scientists to Caticlan, a town in the central Philippines where the only domestic airport in the province is located. The scientists are examining which of two hills in the town can be leveled to extend a 900-meter runway that can pre-sently only accept propeller aircraft. A group of business owners, the Boracay Foundation, are opposing the upgrade because they say it would destroy the ecosystem that keeps the island resort a top tourist destination.

   The US$53 million project involves extending the run-way to more than 2,000 meters. Apart from removing a hill, a portion of the Sibuyan Sea would be reclaimed to lengthen the runway. Critics say the plan violates International Civil Aviation Organization rules against constructing an international airport within 25 miles of another one. Caticlan airport is one of two gateways to Boracay, the other being Kalibo International Airport in the same province.

   The Boracay Foundation has also cited a study by a geologist of the Mines and Geo-Sciences Bureau of the Environment Department, Ricarte Javelosa. The study warns that levelling off Caticlan Hill would destroy Boracay's micro-climate by causing erosion and changing the natural pattern of winds. It also says that heavy topsoil will be borne onto the island's famed white beaches, which are replenished with fine sand by winds that move around the hill.

   The Javelosa study prompted leading newspaper columnists last week to criticize "short-sighted" tourism officials and the "short-term greed" of the company con-tracted for the project, the Caticlan International Airport Development Corp. But it also apparently moved the Environment Department to begin addressing the concerns raised since last year.

   Boracay is world-renowned for the fine white sand of its beaches and has provided the Philippines with billions in tourism revenue. The island is already under threat from an unfinished drainage system that resort owners have asked the Philippine Tourism Authority to complete to prevent outflows of polluted water onto the beach. The increasing amount of garbage has also become a pro-blem in Boracay. An estimated seven to 10 tons of trash is collected every day around the island.   (
FILIPINO FISHERFOLKS STRUGGLING 
FOR SURVIVAL

[SA: 10.6.10] - A NEW study focusing on a group of islands in the Philippines by Dr Michael Fabinyi of the Australian ARC Centre of Excellence for Coral Reef Studies of James Cook University in Queensland, Australia, has highlighted the pressures being experienced by tens of millions of subsistence fishers in the Southeast Asian region.  
   “The Calamianes islands in the Philippines are fairly typical of what is happening throughout the region,” Dr Fabinyi said. “Until recently they had relatively pristine coral reefs and healthy levels of fish stocks – but the impact of overfishing, including dynamite fishing and cyanide fishing, to feed the hungry markets of China and Asia have caused extensive degradation to the reefs and declines in the fish that depend on them. 

   “In Southeast Asia, it is commonly assumed that tourism development will provide some of the answers by employ-ing people who can no longer fish for a living – but in my study I did not find that,” he said. “Instead it became clear that what was spoken of as ecotourism was in reality often coastal resort development – and it was pushing many coastal families off their land as well as squeezing them out of their fishing areas. It has certainly created jobs for some former fishers – but by no means for all, and this wider social impact needs to be taken into account when thinking about the future livelihoods of the tens of millions who have until now drawn their living from the sea.” 

   Dr Fabinyi said that the creation of Marine Protected Areas in some parts of the Philippines and Coral Triangle had proved beneficial both for fishers and genuine eco-tourism, although it has also restricted the area that fishers rely on for their livelihood. 

   “In the Calamianes, for example, I found that most fishers were working longer hours, over greater distances, for fewer fish caught – which is a clear sign that the fishery is continuing to decline. At the same time resort deve-lopers were pressuring them to give up their land on the coast, without creating sufficient livelihoods to compen-sate for the loss on land and at sea.” 

   Tourism development is often seen as a ‘silver bullet’ solution to poverty in underdeveloped regions, he said, but studies on the ground indicate the picture is more mixed – while some livelihoods are created, others are being destroyed. Also tourism is less reliable than fishing, being subject to booms and busts and the cost of world air travel. 

   “The people who are affected by these forces of environmental degradation, fish stock decline and coastal development are so numerous throughout the region that this is emerging as a very serious social issue for all the countries in the Coral Triangle as well as those which border it – like Australia,” Dr Fabinyi said.   (
SINGAPORE: AN EMPIRE BUILT 
ON NEIGHBOURS’ SAND

[AS: 30.1.07; BP: 16.5.10; 15.11.09; TMI: 3.5.10; E-B: 2.6.10] - CONSTRAINED by water on all sides, Singapore – the small island state located at the very tip of Malaysia - believes it must continue to grow physically as well as economically. In 1960, Singapore’s land area was only 581.5 sq kms. It has since grown to some 650 sq km and expects to grow by another 100 sq km by 2030 – if it can find the firmament. It wants the new land for housing estates, beaches and expanding commercial activities such as tourism.
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In April, the posh Marina Bay Sands resort opened in Singapore. The project covers six million square feet and is home to the world's second costliest casino and largest cantilevered observation deck, a rooftop expanse that is longer than the Eiffel Tower is tall. The resort is built on reclaimed land, sand that was dumped into the sea in the 1970s.

   The fact that Singapore's beachfront parks, luxurious resorts and gleaming high-rises are built on sand dredged at the expense of livelihoods and environments in foreign lands has increasingly been met with criticism and anger. 

    According to a recently published report by the UK-based environment watchdog group Global Witness, Singapore imported 13.5 million tonnes of sand from Southeast Asian neighbours in 2008 alone (see ‘Shifting Sand’, p. 3).
   Due to growing concerns about environmental destruct-tion, several countries have banned sand exports, almost all of which were bound for Singapore. Experts say river and marine ecosystems and habitats have been irrepara-bly damaged by uncontrolled sand extraction. 

    As early as 1997, Malaysia banned sand exports, and has at times charged that Singaporean reclamation pro-jects would impede navigation through the Straits of Johor. Indonesia, the city state's next main sand source, banned exports in 2007 when it realized that a number of small islands in its province of Riau were rapidly shrink-ing. When China and Vietnam also banned sand exports, Singapore turned to Cambodia as a major provider of sand. 
   In Thailand, there was a public outcry last year against a proposal from a firm that wanted to dredge 21 million cubic metres of sand from the Takua Pa river basin in Phangnga province and ship it to Singapore for a land expansion project. The National Human Rights Com-mission intervened saying that such operations must not be permitted as they are in violation of community rights and environment laws.
   Illegal export of sand from Southeast Asian countries to Singapore is believed to be rampant, however. Malaysian writer Mariam Mokhtar recently complained about “the sand thieves who have caused massive erosion and envi-ronmental damage” in her country. She wrote in The Malaysian Insider: “Entire beaches have been removed and transported by barge or road, for land reclamation in Singapore. For years, bribes and sexual favours fuelled these smuggling activities.” Indonesia is apparently also fighting a losing battle against sand smugglers who are teaming up with corrupt local officials in their operations (see also SEA-TM, Mar/Apr 2010). 
   Singapore’s Jurong Town Corporation (JTC) – the government agency that oversees the city state’s land reclamation activities – recently said it has “consistently monitored the sand imports” and “will take action and investigate [sand suppliers] if there is evidence to show any breach in contract”. It added that “to date, sand ven-dors have all been able to provide valid documented evidences of clearance from the source countries”. JTC was responding to queries from The Straits Times re-garding the Global Witness report which alleged that Singapore was illegally importing sand from Cambodia. 
  It can be considered an irony that Singapore hosts in June the World Cities Summit, which promotes ‘sustainable and liveable cities'. George Boden, cam-paigner at Global Witness, noted: "Singapore says that the import of sand is a purely commercial activity but it also presents itself as a regional leader on environmental issues. The country's failure to mitigate the social and ecological cost of sand dredging represents hypocrisy on a grand scale. If Singapore wants its environmental stance to be taken seriously, monitoring where the sand is sourced and what is being done to obtain it would be an obvious place to start."   ( 

SINGAPORE’S BEACHES CLOSED
AFTER OIL SPILL

[AFP: 27.5.10; AP: 27.5.10] – SINGAPORE’S beaches stained by an oil slick from a tanker damaged in a colli-sion off the island state were declared off-limits in May ahead of the island's summer school holidays. A pungent chocolate-coloured sludge marred the coast along the popular East Coast Park after crude spilled from a tanker damaged in a collision in the Singapore Strait slipped out of a floating cordon. Normally, Singaporeans, expatriates and tourists throng the park for swimming, camping, cycling and barbecues on long weekends.

   Officials claimed that most of the spill was still far from the shores of the city-state, which has one of the world's busiest ports and expects 11.5-12.5 million tourists this year, more than double its population. "The main oil slick is largely contained out at sea," a spokeswoman for the Maritime and Port Authority said in the wake of the incident.

   However, the National Environment Agency (NEA) esti-mated that some 7.2 kms of beach and rock bunds along the east coast, as well as a canal, had been affected by the slick after wind and tide conditions made containment at sea difficult.

   The Malaysian-registered tanker MT Bunga Kelana 3 was carrying nearly 62,000 tons of crude when it collided with the MV Waily, a bulk carrier registered in St Vincent and the Grenadines. About 2,500 tons of crude leaked from a gash on the double-hulled tanker's port side, officials said. Such tankers are designed to limit spillage in case of a rupture.

     Signs were put up to advise the public to stay away from the affected beaches until the cleaning was com-plete, and the powerful smell of oil served as another warning that the beach was unsafe. Emergency crews used biodegradable dispersants and absorbent material to soak up the oil, while 3.3 kms of booms circled the main oil slick in the busy shipping lane straddling Singa-pore, Malaysia and Indonesia.

   Singaporean environmentalists were closely monitoring the situation and preparing to take part in the clean-up if needed. "If it more or less hits the sands, it's mainly the invertebrates like the crabs, the sea snails that will likely be affected," said Louis Ng, executive director of the Animal Concerns Research and Education Society.   (
THAILAND: OLD TREES LOST 
TO TOURISM 
[TN: 9.6.10; BP: 7.6.10; 13.6.10; 17.6.10] - FELLING large, old trees to expand the 23km-long Thanarat Road leading to Khao Yai - the first national park of Thailand and also of Asia - from two to four lanes, has caused outrage among locals and environmentalist groups. Highways Depart-ment engineers allegedly cut down 128 trees, despite having a permit from the Royal Forestry Department (RFD), which specified only 20 trees. When the media caught wind of this story, transport minister Sophon Zaram explained that the road expansion was necessary to accommodate increased traffic during the weekends when 8,000-9,000 cars are said to be using the road each day.

  Challenged by locals and even the natural resources and environment minister, Suvit Khunkitti, on the actual traffic volume, the Highways Department offered another reason, saying that the expansion was needed for tourism and the building of resorts - in other words, for the sake of land development.

   Contradictions abound. On June 1, Sophon told the media the expansion would cover only a 10km stretch. Two days later, the Highways Department vowed to continue the road expansion project for another 14km - right up to the national park's main entrance. 

   Bangkok Post editors commented: “There appear to be two converging reasons behind this unpopular and ultimately destructive attempt to forge ahead with a construction project opposed by Thais across the country and across the board: money and politics. The argument made by those who support felling the trees - transport minister Sohpon Zarum included - is that the road would make it easier for more visitors to get to Khao Yai National Park, now a World Heritage site. This is arguably a dishonest argument, but in any case it is false. Khao Yai is a preserve of nature, not a theme park or even a public attraction. In fact, the number of visitors must be closely controlled. There is no obvious advantage for a four-lane highway to get them to the park; on the contrary, there is some advantage to slowing the number of visitors.” 

   The editorial further said: “The real reason for the road being widened is obvious to anyone who has travelled it. Resorts line the sides of the Thanarat Highway, virtually all of its 23 kilometres. Many of the spas and hotels have involved high investment from rich people who are not from the district or the province. It is not Khao Yai National Park which would prosper from a four-lane high-way to its front gates, but rather the lodgings and playgrounds, which line the road to the park.”
   The RFD is now suing the Highways Department for violating the agreement on the number of trees authorized to be cut down. NGOs, including Greenpeace, have also taken decisive action. 

   The Anti-Global Warming Association and some 100 supporters have submitted a complaint to the Administra-tive Court saying the roadworks are unconstitutional. The group said the roadworks are a "harmful project" under Section 67 of the constitution, which requires that public hearings and environment and health impact assess-ments be held before work can go ahead. "The project has gone ahead without the proper public hearing process despite the fact that it destroys a sensitive ecological system," said Srisuwan Chanya, the chair-person of the association. "The most important thing is that the national park is not only a Thai heritage but a world heritage site as well." 
   Prime Minister Abhisit Vejjajiva has suspended the project until the ecological system on the 8km stretch has been completely rehabilitated. A joint investigation by the transport ministry, which implemented the road-expansion project, and the natural resources and environment ministry, which regulates forest areas, will begin once an independent committee is set up. 
   Work on the road has officially been halted only. But the government should cancel the project altogether, before more trees are chopped down for the sake of tourism development.   (
THAILAND’S ‘REDSHIRTS’ 
SPOIL PARTIES
[BP: 3.5.10; 18.5.10; TDN: 9.6.10] - TWO months of anti-government Redshirt protests certainly had a dampening effect on the 50th anniversary party of the Tourism Autho-rity of Thailand (TAT). The Thailand Tourism Festival 2010 (TTF 2010), held from 9-13 June in Bangkok, was meant to celebrate the founding of the TAT 50 years ago. But it was now taken as an opportunity to promote domestic tourism. The idea was to encourage the Thai people “to seek relaxation and find happiness after the recent crisis”, reported Travel Daily News. The TTF 2010 was designed to help “restore tourists’ confidence to travel to Thailand again by initially encouraging the Thai people to resume travel”. TAT governor Suraphon Svetasreni was quoted as saying: “Domestic tourism is becoming a mainstay of the Thai tourism industry, especially in times when international tourism is affected by events beyond our control…”
   When the Redshirts started gathering in Bangkok in mid-March, Thai tourism was just recovering from the effects of the global recession and previous political turbulences. Two months later, however, the Thai capital looked more like a war zone than the commercial center of a thriving economy. By the time the military moved in to end the demonstrations on May 19, more than 80 people had been killed and nearly 2,000 injured. As a final act of defiance, militant Redshirts torched and looted luxury shopping centers, the Stock Exchange of Thailand and other buildings.
   Eight weeks of unprecedented chaos in the Thai capital, coupled with globally televised scenes of street violence, has wrecked the Thailand’s image. “Forget the colourful posters of sun, sand and sea - non-stop media coverage of bombs, gunfire and grenade blasts in the heart of Bangkok have devastated Thailand's image as the desti-nation of choice in Southeast Asia,” said a Bangkok Post business report. The country’s tourism industry - which is said to employ 1.8 million people and normally contributes about 6% of GDP - is now bracing for the loss of several million overseas visitors in 2010. "In my 40 years in the hotel industry, I haven't seen anything this bad," said Prakit Chinamornpong, president of the Thai Hotels Asso-ciation.

   The parties in the Silom-Patpong area, one of the world's most infamous red-light districts catering to foreign visitors, were also spoilt for weeks. Nightlife was almost non-existent after bullets and grenades scared away customers. 
   By day, Silom Road is the heart of Bangkok's financial district, home to numerous banks, brokerages and con-sultancies. But once the sun sets, the area turns into an entertainment and shopping zone for tourists. There is Patpong Road, famous for its rowdy clubs, go-go bars and open markets flaunting the latest knockoff bags, watches and Hollywood movies. Soi Thaniya boasts dozens of high-end sex clubs catering to Japanese visi-tors and expats. Soi 2 and Soi 4 are the centre for the capital's gay nightlife. Pubs, bars, restaurants, saunas and massage spas are operating there until the wee hours of the morning.

   Bloody skirmishes between security forces and Redshirts took a heavy toll on business, particularly the grenade attacks on 22 April on Silom Road that claimed one life and injured scores of others. Workers and residents of Silom Road were outraged about how their lives and livelihoods were disrupted by the political infighting.

   Narongsak Thammavaraporn, the 39-year-old manager of the @Richard's Pub and Restaurant in Silom Soi 2/1, said his establishment had lost more than 50% of its typical revenue since the night of the bombs. ``Most of the guests here are foreigners, and they are quite concerned about the situation. They are confused about what hap-pened here because they receive information from the foreign press that is quite different from the Thai press.''

   At the end of the Redshirt protest, when the government imposed a curfew during night hours, shops, restaurants, bars and clubs had to close early, additionally cutting into the income of many business owners and workers in the service industry city-wide.   (
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