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BURMESE JUNTA LIKELY TO RESTRICT TOURISTS DURING ELECTION
[TI: 10.8.10; BP: 16.8.10; VOA: 18.8.10] - BURMA's military regime will likely impose restrictions on tourists from entering the country during the planned election this year, according to military sources in the capital Naypyidaw. The regime recently announced it had set the date for the election on 7 November; that means it will be held during dry season, which is the high season for tourists.

   “Orders will come out in the dry season to restrict the entrance into the country,” said an army officer. He added the restrictions may include the screening of individual travellers and the suspension of visas on arrival. Also, tourists from the US, Europe and other Western countries may not be granted permission to visit during the election period. 

   Meanwhile, an official at the ministry of hotels and tourism said that so far no new restrictions on tourists have been received at the ministry. Nevertheless, travel agencies and hotels inside Burma have raised concerns over the restrictions that may be imposed. 
   A hotel manager said if tourists are restricted because of the election, hotels and travel agencies will be severely affected since they will have to cancel all reservations. “There are more tourists in town this year. Hotels and tourism are going well. We will suffer. It will have an im-pact on both the private sector and the government,” he said.
   In Burma, travel agencies and tourist guides have to take responsibility to ensure that tourists who visit the country do not enter or take photographs in restricted areas.

   A reporter inside Burma said the government fears that foreign reporters will enter the country as tourists and will try to report on what is really happening in the country during the election. “After the monk-led 2007 Saffron Revolution and Cyclone Nargis, foreign journalists came inside with tourist visas to find out what was going on, and then they reported back to the international community,” he said.

   During an official visit, the chairman of the Union Election Commission, which oversees the electoral pro-cess, told Kurt Campbell, the US assistant secretary of state for East Asian and Pacific Affairs, that the government would not allow any foreigners to enter the country when the election was being held.    
   Following the official announcement of the election, poli-tical parties have two weeks to vet, nominate and submit their lists of candidates. However, the whole process is far from honest, and the election campaign over the next three months is riddled with fraud. 
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   Firstly, the polls will elect the 440 members of parlia-ment. In fact, a quarter of the seats are specifically re-served for active-duty military officers. Political parties require approval from the ruling military junta merely to exist. The rules for campaigning essentially contain a long list of censorship laws, forbidding anti-government statements by candidates. And the biggest political party to have received the stamp of approval is the Union Solidarity and Development Party, which receives state money and special privileges.

   Furthermore, the new Burmese constitution creates a national defence and security council. It will be under the control of the military commander-in-chief, and it will have the power to override any decision of parliament or the government just in case those bodies try to take action that is not in the military's interest.
   The National League for Democracy (NLD) that has been headed since its inception by the Nobel Peace Prize winner Aung San Suu Kyi is the only national party with any credibility. The NLD won a massive victory in the country's only free and fair elections in 1990. The military simply ignored the results of that election, and then launched a 20-year campaign of harassment, imprison-ment and worse against its members. Suu Kyi has been confined for 13 of those 20 years. She and her NLD members have decided to boycott this year's vote.

   United Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon has called on the junta to release prisoners and honour promises for a democratic election. The UN has long noted serious concerns about the human rights situation in Burma, citing reports of the violent oppression of ethnic minorities and dissidents by the ruling military govern-ment.

   Recently, the administration of US President Barack Obama agreed to support a UN inquiry into possible war crimes committed in Burma. Such a UN inquiry could potentially lead to the International Criminal Court ini-tiating an investigation.   (
BURMA: SHAN STATE RAILWAY
UNDER FIRE

[TI: 17.8.10] - THE Burmese military regime is building a strategic railroad from southern Shan State to eastern Shan State to suppress ethnic armed groups, particularly the United Wa State Army (UWSA), Shan ethnic human rights groups said at a recent press conference. At the launch of a campaign opposing construction of the new railway begun in 2009 from Mong Nai to Kengtung, the Shan Women Action Network (SWAN) and Shan Human Rights Foundation (SHRF) said the railway, which runs near the Thai-Burmese border, is directly related to the junta's military strategy to suppress ethnic armed forces.

   The military junta claims the project will promote development and is for better transport of local people. But the two Shan groups say the main reason for construction of the 361-km railway is to cut communica-tions between UWSA troops in southern and northern Shan State.

   The railway project began with the recently completed first section between Taungyi, the headquarters of the Eastern Regional Military Command of the Burmese armed forces, and Mong Nai.   
   Local residents in southern Shan State say they prefer to travel by road on this route since it takes far less time.

   Once the Mong Nai-Kengtung railway has been com-pleted, the Eastern Regional Military Command in Taun-gyi will have direct contact by rail with the Triangle Regional Military Command in Kengtung. The railway will permit better mobilization of military equipment including tanks, howitzers and multiple rocket launchers in Shan State and the Thai-Burmese border area, the Shan groups said. 

   Ying Harn Fah of SWAN said the project is causing human rights violations along its route with land confiscation affecting an estimated 1,000 acres of rice fields in Mong Nai and 2,000 acres of agriculture land in Kengtung.   ( 

BURMA: DROUGHT DEPLETES 
INLE LAKE

[DVB: 16.8.10] - WATER levels fell by half in Inle Lake following a severe drought earlier this year that affected much of the country. It was reported that intense heat and drought, in which temperatures in some parts of the country reached 47C, caused hundreds of deaths. Severe water shortages also hit major towns across the country.
   Environmental groups warned that rare species could be lost if Burma’s second largest lake – a major tourist attraction in the country - continues to dry up. Inle Lake is home to a number of endemic species of fish and snail, which are not found anywhere else in the world. Four urban areas border the lake and are home to some 70,000 people, many of whom rely on the lake for commercial fishing.

   The recent drop in water levels feeds into wider concern about the health of the lake, which has lost 32% of its water volume over the past 80 years. The effects of this have been compounded by increasing local populations and an intensification of tourism and agriculture on and around the lake. 

   Burma is also suffering the effects of intense damming of its major rivers, some of which begin in China. The Mekong River, which separates Shan State from neighbouring Laos, is being heavily dammed by China. During this year’s dry season, the Mekong was at its lowest levels in nearly half a century. But China persistently denied any link between this and its hydropower projects along the river. The same concerns have surrounded the Salween River, which also begins in China but cuts through the centre of Shan State and forms one of Burma’s major waterways.   (
INDONESIA: CALL TO STOP NEW HOTEL PROJECTS IN BALI

[BD: 16.8.2010; 18.8.10] - THE Bali Tourism Board (BTB) has recommended that the government of Bali imposes at least a temporary moratorium on the construction of new hotels in Bali. Such a moratorium would, if implemented, require Bali's regents and municipal mayors to freeze the issuance of new building permits. 

   BTB said earlier calls by the Bali's governor for a moratorium on new hotels have been ignored by regional leaders who viewed the governor's demand as lacking the force of law. (contd. on p.3)
INDONESIA: HOW TO PRESERVE A ‘TOURIST PARADISE’?

The following is edited from a story by Tithiya Sharma from the series ‘Around the World in 54 weeks’,
published in the Hindustan Times [8.7.10]
I

n Bali, the party never stops. The tourist dollar keeps the island awake and working round the clock. And it's not just the broke that find their way to Bali. Plush five-star hotels and spas, private yachts and chartered aircrafts rake in the big bucks, indulging high spenders.

   Most travellers are guilty of a fleeting interest in a place. Get off your bus, train or private jet… relax, indulge, consume, litter and leave. A few quick fixes and the cycle restarts. But, what becomes of all the rem-nants of your grand vacation? That carelessly tossed bottle of mineral water, every empty cigarette carton and beer bottle? How does one manage the demands of tourism, ambitions of the locals engaged in it and the irreparable drain of resour-ces from this tiny island on the brink of disaster? Does anyone even care? 

   Yuyun Ismawati, an environmental engineer by training, co-founded BaliFokus to deal with Bali's growing waste management and turn it into an environmentally sound, commu-nity-based solid waste management programme in Denpasar, Bali. Yuyun battled apathy and animosity from the tourism industry, provincial government and the local people when she started out. No one wanted to be held responsible for the muck nor be held accountable for the inju-dicious use of precious resources such as fresh water and even elec-tricity.

   Her relentless work has resulted in frequent audits and ratings of hotels that claim to be eco-friendly. Her organization is enabling equal access to the river water for farmers and locals; previously prioritized to the large hotels for plunge pools, luxu-rious baths and massive laundry loads.

   "It's always an uphill battle when you're introducing new ideas. People were comfortable doing what they had always done, but with more tourists every year and greater strain on all of Bali's resources, it was time for change", Yuyun said. "Indonesia had limited laws and policies re-garding waste disposal and toxic pollutants. That doesn't mean that the offenders should get away with it. The whole world was focusing on key issues that just weren't priority for Indonesia".
   After 10 years of work, however, she is now frequently consulted by policy makers, and she advises industries on best practices and helps them put proper systems in place. Her new agenda is the proper assessment and disposal of waste by the medical industry.

   Yuyun is an Ashoka fellow and received in 2009 the Goldman Environmental Prize.   (  

   (contd. from p.2) The chairman of the BTB, Ngurah Wijaya, said a moratorium remains the sole way of halting new hotel developments in the face of the strong desire by investors to commence Bali projects. "Everyone wants to invest in Bali, everyone wants to own accommodation in Bali; there must now be some limitation," explained Ngurah Wijaya.
   Pointing to the limited carrying capacity of Bali in terms of infrastructure, water supplies and electricity supply - Wijaya argued that now is the time to limit new hotels in Bali. He added that the number of available rooms in Bali was more than sufficient to meet demand. According to BTB data, there are presently 46,000 rooms in Bali, from that total 20,000 rooms are in starred hotels. 
   The tourism official went on to explain that calls for moratoriums have been made since 1993. But unfortunately, rules on regional autonomy allow regents and municipal officials to ignore instructions issued by a provincial governor. The final authority to issue licenses for hotel construction lies on the regency level. 
   Bali's governor, Made Mangku Pastika, recently said the readiness of officials to grant new hotel licenses is linked with the need to increase local tax revenues. This motivation has caused regents and mayors to ignore calls for a moratorium on new hotels first issued in 1993.

  Following the BTB’s renewed call, it is now up to the Bali Provincial House of Representatives (DPRD) to draft a law mandating a moratorium on new hotels in Bali.   (
MALAYSIA: WORLD ECOTOURISM
CONFERENCE REVEALS LITTLE NEW
[ETN: 2.8.10] - ABOUT 250 delegates to the recent World Ecotourism Conference 2010 in Kuala Lumpur heard academics arguing that the future of ecotourism depends on "upping the value chain" if the industry is to retain its appeal.

   Led by the efforts of Professor Amran Hamzah from Universiti Teknologi Malaysia, researchers in ecotourism and tourism experts were given a global platform to present research works "for the betterment of sustainable tourism economies, people, and the environment."
   Industry practitioners examined the case for shifting paradigms as much as adapting to changing conditions in the industry. Delegates also looked at the impact of climate change, which remains an industry “bugbear”. 

   As the United Nations have declared 2010 as the Year of Biodiversity, Dr. Taleb Rifai, UNWTO secretary-general appealed to ecotourism industry stakeholders from both the public and private sectors to strongly assess ecological impacts on the environment while acknow-ledging its role as a socio-economic driver. "Embrace best practices in sustainable tourist development and rise as true champions of tourism and biodiversity," said Dr. Rifai in his message to delegates.

   However, as a result of over-commercialization and the lack of control mechanisms, a number of problems have been identified in ecotourism projects. "Despite the efforts by officials, visitor dissatisfaction has led to misunder-standings," said P.J. Shyju who presented the case of ecotourism in Kerala at the conference. "Rather than conservation, it has resulted in visitor exploitation, over crowding, and lack of waste management."

   Rapid changes and climate change have altered the village people's lifestyle. Instead of maintaining their traditional crops, land owners are converting to planting commercial crops. Land values around lakes, forests, or other deemed scenic spots with enough tourist potential have gone up multiple times. "A man now can't even earn enough to own a small house," Shyju said. He added that expectations from tourism earnings had blinded opera-tors. Visitors, in fact, just want to have fun and excitement instead of a learning experience. Local authorities were often to blame for ignoring the needs of locals when a new tourist attraction was developed. 
   Touting Malaysia's potential in ecotourism as a country with a varied ecosystem of biodiversity from mountain to sea, Zoha Azhal from Malaysia’s ministry of natural resources and environment said the country is one of the 12 mega-diverse countries in the world which is rich in fauna and flora 
   Despite registering a considerable growth rate of 14% per annum since 2004, Malaysia’s ecotourism industry shows many shortcomings. "Connectivity, support services, and on-site facilities in some areas are still inadequate. Sites are not well maintained, and there is a lack of trained personnel," said Azhal.   ( 

MALAYSIA: INTERNATIONAL DAY 
OF INDIGENOUS PEOPLES 
RAISES AWARENESS ON RIGHTS 
[TS: 11.8.10] - WHILE there were cultural performances and craft for sale, the International Day of the World’s Indigenous People had a more important agenda - to raise awareness about the rights of the Indigenous People. In 1994, the UN General Assembly decided that the International Day of the World’s Indigenous People should be observed on 9 August every year.

   This year in Malaysia, it was celebrated on 7 and 8 August at a popular tourist spot, Sepang’s Bagan Lalang Beach, in order to attract public attention. It was launched by tourism, consumer affairs and environment assistant exco member Edward Lee.
   Sarawak Rural Women Association president Hellan Empaing said the event can help to strengthen ties among the Malaysian Indigenous People in Sabah, Sarawak and the peninsula. “We can share our experience in terms of fighting for our rights and solving problems, especially land issues”, she said, adding, “It is also a chance for us to share our traditions and cultures.” 

   Lee said the International Day of the World’s Indigenous People celebration was important as it recognized the original people of Malaysia. “It is important to instill political awareness and let them know their rights,” he said.

   Ali Wayah of the Temuan tribe said: “This year’s cele-bration is different from previous years as the indigenous people from Sabah and Sarawak also joined in. Last year’s celebration in Shah Alam only had the participation of the Indigenous People in the peninsula.   (
MALAYSIA: RULING ON FOREIGN
GUIDES SLAMMED

[TTG-A: 23-29.7.10] - THE Malaysian tourism ministry’s decision to allow foreign tourist guides from South Korea, Japan, Russia and Iran to operate in the country from October has attracted criticism as it will lead to fewer jobs for local players.

    Imran Bala, Selangor Tourist Guide Association trea-surer and director of continuous tourism-related educa-tion, said: “There are not enough assignments as it is now. Who will monitor whether these foreign guides are giving the right information? The ministry should keep to the status quo where a tour leader acts as interpreter between the licensed guide and the foreign tourists.”
   The move, which aims to ease the shortage of guides conversant in these languages, has tour operators jittery as well. Grace Holidays general manager Godwin Miranda commented local guides would always trump foreign ones in product and destination knowledge. He suggested the ministry should hold a dialogue with local operators on a “workable solution”.
   Ministry records show there are 6,000 licensed tourist guides in Malaysia, including 17 Russian-speaking, 29 Korean-speaking and fewer than 50 Iranian- and Japanese-speaking tour guides. The ministry will issue licences to foreign guides as and when tour operators signify a need.
  Tourism minister, Dr Ng Yen Yen, countered criticism, saying: “If local guides do not upgrade themselves, they must face competition from outside. It is that simple.”   (
PHILIPPINES: TURTLE ISLANDS SET
TO OPEN UP TO ECOTOURISTS 

[PDI: 25.7.10] - IT takes a mother turtle at least 30 minutes to crawl up the beach from the sea, two hours to look for, and dig a nest, an hour to lay 50 to 100 eggs and another half-hour to crawl back to the water. And it does this all by itself on Turtle Islands, a group of six islands found in Sulu Sea, in the south of the Philippines.

   A turtle, carrying more than 50 kg of carapace on its back, will look for a place to lay its eggs, usually under the trees, taking a rest every minute or so to catch its breath. When it finds a suitable site, it starts digging a pit with its flippers, about a meter-deep, and lays 50 to 100 eggs. After laying its eggs, the turtle will fill the nest with sand and return to the sea. The eggs will hatch only after seven to 12 weeks. On Baguan Island, some 60 to 80 turtles crawl out of the water every night from April to August, the peak season for nesting that occurs year-round on the protected island. Out of 100 hatchlings, only one turtle will return, 25 to 30 years later, to its natal nest.

   It is rare for Filipinos to visit Turtle Islands as it is accessible only to people who are doing research. Visi-tors have to fly in through Kota Kinabalu, then Sandakan in Sabah, and cross the border to the Philippines via a 45-minute speedboat ride.

   The Philippines Department of Environment and Natural Resources (DENR) has so far given permits only to special visitors who travel to Turtle Islands. However, environmentalists and local officials in charge of the area have been pushing for an ecotourism plan with a focus on turtle watching. They hope tourism will spur economic development, while conserving marine life in the area.

   Romy Trono, the executive director of Conservation International-Philippines (CI-Philippines), is in favour of the plan saying the national government has scant resources to improve the lives of the people in this fifth class municipality of Tawi-Tawi, and even less money to properly enforce environmental protection laws. Nature-based tourism could salvage the so-called “frontline of conservation” in this part of the world.

   Turtle Islands is made up of six small islands, namely, Taganak, Baguan, Langaan, Lihiman, Boan and Great Bakkungan. With a total population of 6,000, these islands are located within a 138,354-ha marine sanctuary in the Sulu Sea, called the Turtle Islands Wildlife Sanc-tuary (TIWS). The area was declared protected in 1999 under the National Integrated Protected Areas System Act of 1992.

   The six islands and three others in Sabah, Malaysia, comprise the Turtle Islands Heritage Protected Area established in 1996 through a bilateral agreement be-tween the Philippines and Malaysia. Together with a group of islands in East Kalimantan, Indonesia, these islands are said to be “the most important nesting areas of green and hawksbill turtles in Southeast Asia and the world.”

   According to the ecotourism framework developed for CI-Philippines, funds from ecotourism could be used to manage the site effectively and provide social services and job opportunities to local people. The plan is for the 29-ha Baguan Island to remain primarily a conservation area for research and study, with tourism supporting these endeavors.

   Only a limited number of visitors will be allowed to stay in a day. However, visitors will be able to freely roam the islands and interact with residents at daytime. Scuba diving, snorkeling and kayaking will be allowed.

   On 23 July, ecotourism guidelines were approved in principle by majority of the members of the Protected Area Management Board (PAMB) of the TIWS, said Orlan Maliwanag, CI-Philippines sea turtle corridor assistant. The PAMB is a multi-sectoral, policy-making body com-posed of 25 members representing the local government, the regional line agencies, the law enforcement agencies, ethnic and community organizations and NGOs. It is headed by Arleigh Adorable, DENR Zamboanga Peninsula director. It will take three years to realize this plan, according to environmental architect Gonzales, who believes strict guidelines will minimize potential negative tourism impact on the islands. 

   However, given the experiences with ecotourism pro-jects elsewhere, one may ask: who can guarantee that the inhabitants of the islands – namely the turtles - will be respected and protected as they should?   ( 
PHILIPPINES: BORACAY TO BECOME THE NEXT PHUKET? 

[AFP: 13.7.10] - THE Philippines’ once pristine island of Boracay has become extremely overdeveloped, with its famous beach now choked by sewage and too many bars, the country’s new tourism minister recently admitted in an interview with AFP.

   Tourism secretary Alberto Lim suggested it was time tourists visited equally beautiful beaches in the country other than Boracay, which the government said drew 650,000 tourists last year. 
   “If you go to Boracay you’d love the beach, you’d love the night life and the good restaurants. But it’s so dense, it’s so dense,” Lim said. He added, “It is now, you know, too commercial. It’s become Phuket,” referring to the much larger Thai beach resort island.
   Lim, who joined President Benigno Aquino’s cabinet when it took power on 30 June, said the 10.3-sq-km central Philippine island of Boracay was a different place a generation ago. The sprawl that followed the tourist dollars caused the seawater off the 4-km white-sand beachfront to sprout algae, which was fed by sewage from the hotels and restaurants, he said.
“We have world-class laws but nobody follows them.”

Tourism Secretary Alberto Lim

   “Thirty years ago they tried to set the rules but they were not successful. The local government did not co-operate... so people started overbuilding,” Lim said. “Of course, bad sewage – that’s why (you are seeing) algae at certain times of the year. It’s green. It’s the result of the sewage seeping out. The algae there is not yucky, it’s moss. Maybe fish eat it. But it’s an indication that there’s a problem below the surface.”
   Asked if the problem, which first made world headlines in the mid-1990s, had been solved, Lim said: “I’m not sure. I don’t think so, that’s why at certain times of the year the algae forms.”
   Lim said environmental and zoning regulations were not being enforced, leading to structures even being built inside the high-water mark. “And they continue to build. They’re building huge hotels in the mountains.” Lim suggested the government may in the end be unable to halt over-development.

   “We have world-class laws but nobody follows them,” he said, adding tourists may just have to look elsewhere.

   Lim also voiced concern about a project approved by the previous government under then president Gloria Arroyo to extend Caticlan airport, just across a small strait from Boracay, so that it can take international flights. “It will compound the problem because it is meant to lengthen the airport, bring in more tourists and there are too many tourists (already),” he said.

   Environmentalists oppose the US$54-million project, which would more than double the runway length to 2.1 km because they believe it will damage the area’s ecosytem and lead to sand erosion on Boracay.   (
WHEN CASINOS CAME TO SINGAPORE

[PDI: 12.8.10; BT:13.8.10] - IT took more than 20 years for the Singaporean leadership to reconsider its longstanding aversion to casinos. Eventually, Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong faced parliament on 18 April 2005 to recommend legislation permitting “Integrated Resorts” (IR) with gaming facilities to operate in Singapore. However, the casinos are meant for foreign visitors in the first place, not for locals. Residents have to pay a levy of S$100 per day to enter the gaming rooms, whereas tourists only have to show their passports. 
   It is important to note that from the very beginning, the Singaporean government was keen to get the message across to the public that the issue was not just about casinos. Trying to avoid criticism, it was stressed that the country needed to become competitive in a fast-changing global environment. The plan was to inject a new vitality into the economy—specifically tourism, and, with it, all the associated businesses on which Singapore heavily relies—airlines, hotels and restaurants, shopping malls, entertainment centers, banks, transportation, etc.

   Casinos as such were not really highlighted in this stra-tegy. The keyword used was “IR”, even though gambling formed a central component. The IR is a complex that can include a theme park, a cluster of hotels and restaurants, convention amenities, recreational facilities, shopping malls, museums, theaters and movie houses and so on.

   The government requested interested parties to submit a concept of what they could build in two designated places: the Marina Bay Sands (MBS) and Resorts World Sentosa (RWS). Nineteen different concepts were sub-mitted, and from these, the government chose the most attractive and invited their proponents to submit solid proposals. 
   When it was time to decide, PM Lee explained as to how the city-state stood to gain from these integrated resorts-cum-casinos: they would create jobs, enhance the image of the city as an attractive tourist destination and cosmopolitan hub. Lee’s statement to parliament also dealt with the objections and reservations against hosting casinos: “There is no doubt that the IRs will be a major plus for Singapore. However, our considerations cannot just be economic. We must also address the non-economic issues - tangible minuses like an increase in problem gambling and broken families, and intangible losses like the impact on Singapore’s brand name and social values.”
   While it is too early to draw conclusions regarding the negative social impacts of Singaporean casinos, it is undisputable that the new gambling-cum-tourism com-plexes are big money spinners. According to the Business Times, Genting Singapore (GENS) that runs RWS has raked in almost S$1 billion in revenue for the second quarter of this year with net profit coming in at close to S$400 million. And estimates for the total gaming revenue for both resorts - RWS and MBS - combined have been around US$3 billion, suggesting that both casinos register combined daily gaming revenue of S$11-12 million.   (
SINGAPORE: AN ASIAN TOURISM
GIANT IN THE MAKING?

[TTG-A: 23-29.7.10] - A GROUP of multinational private investors are building a network of travel companies to rival western giants such as TUI and American Express Travel, according to a recent report in the Asian Travel Trade Gazette (TTG).
   Singapore-based JP International Travel was the latest agency to be snapped up by the mystery investors. This follows the acquisition of SingExpress in February 2009 and Safe2Travel in October 2009. The group has also acquired Green Travel Services in Sydney, Xpress Worldwide Travel in Perth, Macau Express Travel and more than 30 independent travel agencies in China.

   SingExpress Travel CEO, Steve Fung, tasked with handling the group’s acquisition spree and business operations in the region, bought JP International Travel the day after meeting the agency’s managing directors. JP International Travel officially ceased operations on 30 June and all employees were absorbed into SingExpress Travel on 1 July.
   Fung told TTG that the acquisition was necessary to compete with strong global players. “There isn’t any travel group of such size in Asia. (Acquiring) complementary agencies will allow us to achieve the reach. “We will be the biggest here and the Western players can go focus on the West!” he said.
   The group is also taking over existing talent in a market where talented staff is in high demand. “With strong managers helming each company, I’m free to focus on acquiring companies.”
   Calling the scale of acquisition “the biggest ever in the industry”, Fung is working towards another “major acqui-sition in Hong Kong”, a possible fourth in Singapore and is in talks with potential agencies in South Korea and Taiwan. Acquisitions in Japan and Malaysia will be announced by year-end. All acquired companies will be consolidated under one name by the end of the year. 
    In Singapore, staff of SingExpress Travel, JP Inter-national Travel and Safe2Travel will all be housed under one roof.   (
THAILAND’S FILTHY BEACHES 
NEED AN OVERHAUL
[BP: 2.8.10] - [image: image1.png]
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ONLY six beaches in Thailand have earned a five-star rating on the Pollution Control Department's latest beach quality index. The PCD's recent survey of 233 beaches in 18 provinces found many beaches have deteriorated due to human activity and pollution. The survey results are part of a Chai Had Tid Dow (Star Beach) campaign, which aims to promote environmental protection at beaches.

   The survey gave five stars to only six beaches, four stars to 56 beaches, three stars to 142 beaches, and two stars to 29 beaches. The six "premium" beaches are Bi Leh, Koh Rok, Samsao Beach and Ao Kha Beach in Krabi, Lidi Beach in Satun, and Tai Muang Beach in Phang Nga, said Worasart Apaipong, PCD's deputy chief.
   The beach quality rating is based on four major indi-cators: environmental protection, pollution management, natural resources preservation and tourism management.

   Worasart said he was worried about the poor quality of beaches and the toll exacted on them by destructive activities. "Waste water discharges are the main threat to beaches," he said. "In many places, untreated waste water has been released into the sea, leading to poor quality sea water."

   It is also worrying that many beaches have been downgraded from past surveys. The campaign was launched in 2002. Many famous beaches in Trat, Phuket, Rayong and Chon Buri have been demoted from four stars to three stars because of poor management of tourism and the environment, and degradation of natural resources.

   Beaches on Phuket gave cause for most concern, said Worasart. The PCD assessed 14 beaches on Phuket and awarded three stars to 13 of them. The other received two stars.

   Phuket's Patong Beach and Rawai Beach were found to have an excessive amount of coliform bacteria in the sea water. Nai Han Beach is flooded with garbage with an average of 2.23 kg of garbage for each 100 sq-m. At Mai Khao Beach, a famous sea turtle hatching ground, the garbage problem is little better - 1.7 kg per sq-m.

   Worasart said officials will focus on improving the environmental condition of low-rating beaches so they score better in the next survey. "The local community is the key to fixing beaches. We are devising incentives for coastal communities to work harder in protecting beaches," he said.   (
THAILAND: OIL INDUSTRY MAY NOT
BE THE GREATEST THREAT TO SAMUI
[TN: 6+7.8.10; BP: 1.8.10; 19.8.10] - ON 31 July, some 30,000 protesters formed a human link around Koh Samui to show their opposition to four oil exploration projects, heralding what they said could lead to a protracted legal battle. The protesters, made up of villagers, students, environmental advocates, tourist operators and tourists, formed a human chain along the island's 52-km ring-road in an unprecedented show of opposition to the energy projects, which promise millions of baht in investment money. Fishermen threatened to block the exploration work if the projects go ahead.
   The protesters fear that an environmental disaster could happen, as caused by the explosion on BP’s oil rig in the Gulf of Mexico in April, contaminating coastal areas and islands and putting the tourism industry at risk.

   A local protest group that calls itself ‘Gulf of Thailand conservation network’ and is led by the mayor of Samui, said it has petitioned Prime Minister Abhisit Vejjajiva to review or cancel the projects, and it would file charges in the Administrative Court if the government refuses to heed its demands. 
   The Court last year ordered the suspension of 76 industrial projects in Thailand - many belonging to large corporations - because of the failure of state agencies to comply with Section 67 of the constitution. Section 67 requires an independent body to screen industrial projects classified as potentially harmful to the environment and public health.

   The four oil exploration licences - which would allow companies to explore for oil off the resort islands of Samui,  Phangan and Tao - were approved after the con-stitution took effect, but in the absence of the independent body.
   NuCoastal (Thailand), a wholly owned subsidiary of London-based Coastal Energy Company, holds a licence for oil exploration in the seas off Songkhla. It has now been granted permission to explore off Samui. Another three companies - Salamander, Chevron and Pearl Oil - have been granted permission to dig for petroleum at sites 42 to 110 km off Samui in Surat Thani and are now required to carrying out environmental impact assess-ments. Public hearings have also been held, but Ruengnam Jaikwang, chairman of the hotel business association on the eastern coast, questioned their trans-parency, because the NuCoastal project was pushed through at the meetings despite protests.

   Meanwhile, energy minister Wannarat Channukul ruled out a repeat of BP's Gulf of Mexico incident in Thailand because the oil pocket pressure is much lower than in the Gulf of Mexico.

   Be that as it may, there is certainly an irony in the anti-oil exploration demonstration on Samui. As one observer noted, the great majority of those who joined hands in this environment protest on the island were there as a result of the rampant tourism growth that has in fact destroyed much of formerly pristine Koh Samui. Having experienced the lax management and unchecked commercial deve-lopment on the island, one can argue that the environ-ment encounters a far greater risk from continued reckless tourism-related developments than it does from an oil spill – at least at this point of time. Of course, it is legitimate and commendable to warn of a repeat of the Gulf of Mexico catastrophe. But this should by no means distract from the fact that all-out efforts are needed to clean up the mess that has already been created by irresponsible tourism operators and developers.   ( 

EXPERT PLEADS FOR CHANGE 
IN THAI TOURISM
[TN: 27.7.10] - TOURISM has generated huge revenue over the years in Thailand. But due to the irresponsibility of many of its stakeholders, the industry has also created serious problems for the country. A tourism expert recently urged the authorities to change the way tourism is promoted, to be more responsible in order to reduce problems related to the environment and people, and to better preserve the country's natural attractions.

   Kannapa Pongponrat, a lecturer in the Travel Industry Management Division at Mahidol University International College believes the starting point should be the boosting of awareness of "responsible tourism", while researchers should undertake studies in local communities to find suitable ways to ease problems.
   According to Wikipedia, "responsible tourism" is tourism that creates better places for people to live in, and better places to visit. Accordingly, Kannapa calls for a tourism that requires commitment to local employment and products, respects local cultures, protects natural areas, uses resources efficiently, and involves proper waste management and commitment to green policies and certification.

   "The trend to community tourism has been popular in Thailand. We have many good places for tourists to explore, but many of these popular destinations, like Amphawa floating market and Pai district [in Mae Hong Son province], have been ruined," she said.

   Kannapa said stakeholders, especially business people, should understand their roles and responsibilities clearly. They had to look at the possible effects of their decisions or performance; they have to think beyond their business. Evaluation and public awareness were most important on the path towards “responsible tourism”, she added. Before carrying out any tourism project, agencies should organize public events and listen seriously to the opinions of locals who may be affected. 
   Kannapa said her experience in rallying public support for a wastewater management project on Phi Phi Island had made her realize the importance of genuine public participation. "Previously, most of the locals did not want the waste water management system, as we hadn't asked what the majority of the people felt about it. They didn't know how useful it would be for them. So, later we decided to explain the project to the majority, and now they are helping us to take care of it." 
   "As a researcher, I want to call on other researchers to conduct active research - to approach local people and businesses at tourist destinations which could end up ruined, in order to find out the real causes of problems from them. Then, point out how to handle the problems properly by creating action plans for them,” Kannapa said. "Many researchers don't understand the context of local communities because they have not approached the people, and they have not implemented their research findings with those communities." she said.   (
VIETNAM: MEKONG DELTA TOURISM PLAN AND THE
HARSH REALITIES OF CLIMATE CHANGE
T

he ministry of culture, sports and tourism has approved a plan to develop tourism as a key economic sector in the Cuu Long (Mekong) Delta. As main goals are stated the diversification of tourism products and full exploitation of the country's tourism potential.
   The Delta region expects to wel-come 2.7 million foreign visitors and 5.3 million domestic tourists by 2015, according to the plan. By 2020, the region expects to receive 3.9 million foreign tourists and 6.5 million local visitors. By 2015, there would be 37,150 hotel rooms and a total of 50,000 by 2020. 
   The Mekong Delta region would focus on developing rural tourism (orchard and river tours combined with home-stays); cultural tourism, ecotourism, and high-quality spa therapy tourism (including Kien Giang Province's Phu Quoc Island and Ha Tien town). According to the plan, the Delta region will concen-trate investment in hotels, high-quality resorts and recreational sites of an international standard. 

   The ministry hopes that the plan will aid in the country's economic transformation and help reduce hunger and poverty. But has it con-sidered that the Mekong Delta is facing an immense challenge from climate change? And has taken into account the far-reaching impacts  climate change will have on the tourism industry? 
   Vietnam is currently the world's second-biggest rice exporter and the Mekong Delta accounts for more than half of its production. 
   But unfortunately, Vietnam is one of the countries most threatened by the impacts of global warming, which can already be seen in worsening drought, floods, typhoons, exagge-rated tides, and rising sea levels.

   A UN discussion paper released last year warned the country needs to be prepared for a one-metre rise in sea levels by 2100, which means flooding of about 31,000 sq-km of land - an area about the size of Belgium - unless systems such as dykes are strengthened. It also made clear that the threat of floods is greatest in the Mekong Delta, where 17 million people live.
   Not enough, during dry seasons delta farmers are additionally chal-lenged by sea water intrusion, which experts also link to climate change as well as to increasing dam construc-tion upstream in China. Often, the river water is too salty for the irriga-tion of rice fields. If the land in the Mekong Delta becomes unusable there are "serious implications" for the region, Helen Clark, administrator of the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), recently warned. [VNA: 4.8.10; AFP: 14.7.10] 
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