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MEKONG BATTLE DELAYED
The Xayaburi dam project in northern Laos is in hot waters. The US$3.7-billion dam cannot proceed after the four-member Mekong River Commission (MRC) on 8 December delayed the project pending further environmental study. This is an important decision as some 65 million people depend on the Mekong River and its tributaries for food, water and transportation. The following article is edited from a longer feature story by Tom Fawthrop [TD: 31.12.11].
T

he announcement that a decision over whether to proceed with the controversial Xayaburi dam has been delayed has been welcomed by NGOs. But will Laos push ahead anyway?

   The turbulent waters of the Mekong River have been witness to much strife. From the Vietnam War to the conflict in Cambodia in the 1980s, the citizens of the Mekong have been divided by war, ideology and Cold War diplomacy. And now, an energy-hungry region that has witnessed a boom in hydropower projects has spawned a new conflict – one that could again divide the Mekong subregion.

   It isn’t meant to be like this. After all, the MRC, which was established in 1995, was meant to unite the four member states in cooperative management of the river through dialogue and negotiation. The MRC was itself the successor to the Mekong Committee and the Interim Mekong Committee.

   The river has long formed an integral part of the societies and economies of Cambodia, Laos, Thailand and Vietnam, and offers the region a rich ecosystem that includes more than 800 species of fish, as well as food security for an estimated 65 million people. It’s not surprising, then, that controversy has surrounded the plans for the Xayaburi dam.

   This dam is the first of a cascade of 11 dams to be built on the Lower Mekong. The Lao government insists that building the dams, and in doing so becoming the ‘battery of Asia,’ is the country’s only hope to secure the resour-ces it needs to support its development programmes. 
   “The dam construction would pose no serious risks,” Viraphonh Viravong, deputy minister of the Laotian Ministry of Energy and Mines, has argued.
   Vietnam’s National Mekong Committee has led efforts to block the dam with support from Cambodia, and has consistently argued that no more dams should be built on the Mekong for a decade. This view echoes the recom-mendation of the Strategic Environmental Assessment, a consultant report on the potential impact of the dam commissioned by the MRC and released in 2010.
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   This month [Dec. 2011], at a ministerial session in Siem Reap in Cambodia, the four nations issued a joint statement delaying a decision on the dam and calling for further scientific study on the likely impact of the proposed Mekong mainstream projects. Japan and other inter-national donors will be asked to assist in conducting the studies.

   The move was applauded by hundreds of NGOs and environmental groups working under the “Save the Mekong” campaign umbrella. But elation over the possibility that work on the dam had been indefinitely suspended has been dampened by a dissenting Lao government statement delivered in closed session at the end of the MRC session.

   The Lao statement, which was never made public, reportedly states: “The Lao PDR will continue to work with reputable international experts to review and improve the final design of the Xayaburi HPP (the Hydropower Plant).”

   A former official in the Lao hydropower sector, speaking on condition of anonymity, said that the decision by the Lao government to build the Xayaburi dam had already been taken. “Whatever the other Mekong countries say, they are determined to go ahead in 2012,” he added.    

   The reality is that behind the vaguely worded MRC “consensus,” which reflects the weak regulatory framework of the commission, lays significant conflict between Laos, backed by Thailand on one side, and Vietnam and Cambodia on the other.
For updates and analyses on Xayaburi, please check the website of the “Save the Mekong” alliance at http://www.savethemekong.org/ , or the Facebook page at http://www.facebook.com/SaveTheMekong.
CHINA’S PARTICIPATION IN
GMS COOPERATION

 [X-N: 16.12.11] - In 1992, the Asian Development Bank (ADB) held the first ministerial meeting of the six countries in the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) in Manila, the Philippines, marking the official launch of the GMS economic cooperation mechanism. 
   At present, GMS cooperation covers Burma, China (Yunnan Province and Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region), Cambodia, Laos, Thailand and Vietnam, with a total area of 2,568,600 sq-kms and a combined popula-tion of about 326 million. Rich in water, biological and mineral resources, the GMS has enormous economic potential and development prospects. The countries in the GMS all enjoy time-honored histories, beautiful land-scapes and colourful ethnic cultures. Over the long years, however, they had suffered backwardness in economic and social development due to a variety of factors. Since the beginning of the new century, GMS countries have been working for economic reforms, industrial restructuring and greater openness to the outside world. Accelerated economic and social development has become their shared objective.

   The project-oriented GMS cooperation has identified nine priority areas, namely, transportation, energy, tourism, telecommunications, the environment, agricul-ture, human resources development, trade facilitation and investment, and actively provided financial support and technical assistance to the member countries. By the end of 2010, GMS loans (grants) had financed 55 projects with a total investment of US$13.8 billion, of which US$5 billion  was raised through co-financing. 

   The Chinese Government has provided considerable financial support to GMS cooperation and taken an active part in GMS projects in the field of transportation, electri-city, tourism, telecommunications, environmental protect-tion, agriculture, human resources development, health, trade facilitation and investment, and drug control. 
   As for tourism, China has actively implemented the GMS Tourism Sector Strategy, and made efforts to deve-lop and promote the subregion as an integrated tourism destination, with a focus on tourism training sessions, tourism planning and research, infrastructure enhance-ment, and GMS tourism projects.

   China has further promoted border tourism and tourism facilitation measures. For instance, it conducted the trial of allowing tourists to apply at another place for a permit for the border tour in Chongzuo (Pingxiang) of Guangxi, and continuously standardized the issuance and admini-stration of permits for border entry and exit. In 2008, the four-day tourist route between Tengchong/ Yunnan and Myitkyina/ Burma and the four-day tourist route between Jingxi, Guangxi and Cao Bang/ Vietnam were introduced. China has held many rounds of talks with Vietnam about the cooperative development of the Detian Fall.
   China has also been active to create cross-border transportation links, which has facilitated tourism develop-ment. The western line (the Kunming-Laos-Bangkok Road) of the North-South Economic Corridor was officially put in operation in 2008. The construction of the Chiang Khong-Houayxay Mekong Bridge on the road connecting Laos and Thailand, the third bridge spanning over the Mekong River, will be built with the cost equally shared by the Chinese and Thai governments. The construction is expected to be completed for operation in September 2012. Of the central line of the North-South Economic Corridor (Kunming-Hanoi-Haiphong), the 407km-long section within the Chinese borders has been upgraded into an expressway, and the Vietnamese section is currently being renovated. The border bridge across the Red River, jointly financed by the governments of China and Vietnam, was completed in 2009. The eastern line of the North-South Economic Corridor (Kunming-Nanning-Hanoi) is 1,208 kms in length. The northern Corridor (Kunming-Dali-Ruili-Burma) is about 820 kms. Since September 2010, China and Burma have organized a joint working team for this project and started drawing a master plan.   (
BRUNEI: CAUTIOUS NOTES ON ‘ECOTOURISM’ DEVELOPMENT
[BT: 8.11.11] - PROPER planning and management is needed for the Sungai Ingei Protected Forest in southwestern Brunei to become a national park, said a senior lecturer at Univerisiti Brunei Darussalam. Dr Joseph Charles, who is also the Sg Ingei Faunal Bio-diversity Survey project leader, urged to take the right steps before introducing ecotourism in the area in order to prevent disastrous consequences.

    A two-year survey will help the team of scientists working on the project to prepare the classification of the Sungai Ingei Protected Forest as a national park. This will set clear guidelines as to how the government can introduce ‘sustainable ecotourism’ in the area, which is regarded as a potential boost to the economy.  
   Charles warned that the word ‘sustainable’ is open to abuse. "People use it and they do not know what it means," the scientist said. "We have many examples of poor management in other parts of Brunei and lack of communication between ministries and departments." He gave an example of the clearing of mangroves along the riverside near the Bengkurong village in May 2010, which drove away the proboscis monkeys endangering its population. 
   Apart from thorough planning, tourist guides need to be knowledgeable and well-trained. Charles said: "When you bring tourists, you are not just showing them the place, you are showing them how proud you are of that place. If you are proud, you must also think in terms of its sustainability." Whatever natural resource is on display to tourists, “if it deteriorates in its wonder and beauty, then you are more or less committing suicide," he said. 
   The survey's project administrator Dr Ang Bee Biaw believes that pristine forests are a guarantee for long-term sustainability. "If you log a forest, you gain short-term benefits and only a few (logging) companies will gain. If you protect the forests and you bring in properly managed ecotourism, it will carry on for years and generations to come," she said.
   Commenting on the Bengkurong  example,  she said the proboscis monkeys will not be able survive long, as they move to an area with poor foliage, "there is not much food left (for them) and it was a sad scene to see.” She added, “It is important to have a sense of pride of what we have in our country, and if you have pride, you will protect it."   (
BURMA: BEWARE OF MASS TOURISM!
[MT: 2-8.1.12; TTG-A: 13.12.11] - WITH Burma likely to become a top tourist destination in the next years, there are warning that the industry’s expansion should not come at the expense of Burma’s culture and natural environment. The issue was widely discussed at last month’s Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) tourism conference in Pagan, with industry experts from across the region saying that Burma should learn from the “mistakes” made in some neighbouring countries. 

   They also called for the drafting of a tourism master plan and better government regulation of the industry. Deputy Minister for Tourism U Htay Aung said the govern-ment believed that “quick tourism growth” could lead to “a dilution” of Burma’s cultural heritage. “We will go step by step, going from 300,000 air arrivals [a year] to 400,000 and then 500,000. Our government is conscious that will be the way to prevent an over-commercialization of our assets and the destruction of our social and cultural fabric,” he said.

   International air arrivals rose more than 20% in 2011, with about two-thirds of visitors from Asia, according to government figures. The Pacific Asia Travel Association (PATA) expects Burma to be among the world’s fastest growing tourism markets, with an annual increase of up to 25%, particularly if the government goes through with plans to liberalize border crossing regulations and offer visa-on-arrival. In November, it established the Commit-tee for the Smooth Entrance of Foreign Visitors, com-prising representatives from the government and Myanmar Tourism Board (MTB). 

   However, unchecked growth is not desirable, experts agree. “Private sector businesses will grow the industry, but they will not regulate themselves,” said Martin Craigs, chief executive officer of PATA. “It is up to the govern-ment to create the right balance for the benefit of all, and the job of business enterprises to voice their opinions to the government.”

   Anthony Wong, group managing director of Asian Overland Service Tours and Travel, said the establish-ment of the MTB was a “good step” but it needs to be followed by a master plan based on regional experiences. “We know that tourism has both good and bad effects on a country. You can suffer from over-capacity and a number of other issues that are not good for local communities or the country in general,” he said. “But I believe Burma has a huge advantage if it can learn from the mistakes made in countries like Thailand, Malaysia and the Philippines.”

   Assistance for a tourism regulation project could come from several sources. The Asian Development Bank (ADB) is considering rendering assistance to develop Burma’s tourism industry, most likely through its Sus-tainable Tourism Development Project (STDP), which is currently being implemented in Laos and Vietnam. ADB country director-Thailand Craig Steffensen said tourism growth will bring challenges, such as cultural and environmental sustainability issues, and these could be addressed through the STDP. “Burma’s tourism sector is blooming rapidly. Hotels and airlines are all booked now; this is a good sign,” Steffensen said. “But we want to know how Myanmar can handle this situation in the right way. We are considering how we can help (but) can’t say when and how much we will provide.”   (
BURMA’S NEW CAPITAL OPENING 
UP TO TOURISTS
[M-N: 19.12.11] - FOREIGN tourists are expected to be allowed to visit Naypyitaw, Burma’s new administrative capital, in 2012, according to a recent Xinhua report. So far, ordinary foreigners have been denied access to Naypyitaw except for those with business visas or for investment purposes, and then their visit was confined to a short stay.
   Local tourism-related businesses have proposed the government grant tourism visas for foreigners in light of Burma’s hosting the coming 2013 Southeast Asian Games and 2014 ASEAN Summit. The hotel zone in the new capital has 24 hotels with 1,600 rooms, said tourism sources. 
   A report said that since Naypyitaw is in the strategic center of Burma, a tourist could easily take off from here for other parts of the country, potentially making the capital a major tourist destination. Located near the Bago Yoma mountain range and close to the Shan State plateau in the East, the capital lies 390 kms from Rangoon, the former capital in the South, and 300 kms from the cultural city of Mandalay in the North.
   Former junta leader Snr-Gen Than Shwe moved the new capital from Rangoon in late 2005. The capital is made up of eight townships with an area of 7,054 sq-km, which is nine times the area of Rangoon. It has a population of more than 900,000. Nationalities in the area are mainly Burma, Shan, Danu, Palaung, Pa-Oh, Kachin, Kayah and Kayin.
   Following the inauguration of the Rangoon-Naypyitaw-Mandalay North-South highway in December 2010,  roads connecting the once isolated capital have been im-proved.   (
INDO-BURMA CAR RALLY TO PROMOTE BILATERAL RELATIONS
[TI: 26.12.11] - A CAR rally from the northeastern Indian city of Guwahati to Burma's former capital Rangoon will be held from 29 January to 9 February 2012 to promote trade, tourism and friendship. The theme of the rally, which is organized by the North East Federation on International Trade (NEFIT) and the Assam Speed and Adventure Club in collaboration with the Union of Myan-mar Federation of Chambers of Commerce and Industry, is “mapping connectivity,” with a focus on “building bilateral relations, culture, tourism and trade.”
   “Connectivity is one issue why we are making this. We are dealing basically with trade, and along with trade, we are also focusing on tourism and culture,” said Bijay Phangsu, the working president of NEFIT. He added that the rally will also promote India's “Look East” policy, which seeks to build ties with the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), of which Burma is the only member bordering India.  
   Around 50 cars are expected to take part in the 12-day rally, which will cover about 5,000 km and include around 200 participants from both India and Burma. The Burmese participants will start in Tamu, in Burma's Sagaing Division, while Indian participants will begin in Guwahati, in Assam State, passing through Dimapur, Kohima and Imphal before crossing the border at Moreh, opposite Tamu. 
   From there, participants from both countries will make their way to Kalay, Mandalay and the new capital Naypyidaw before finally reaching Rangoon. From Rangoon, they will pass through Prome, the ancient capital Pagan and Monywa on the way back to the border. The rally will finish in Guwahiti on 9 February.
   Such car rallies have attracted criticism not only for environmental reasons. One online reader commented sarcastically on this Indo-Burma rally: “Great. Maybe the jolly teams can specifically apply to have some of the political prisoners - particularly those who have been tortured- as passengers. Everyone needs to get real here. Human lives are not a game. Democracy for Burma is neither a sham nor a picnic.”   (
CAMBODIA: WHEN CHILDREN BECOME TOURIST ATTRACTIONS…
[TCS: Dec. 2011; Gadling: 30.12.11] - IN Cambodia, it is com-mon for visitors to be offered tours of local orphanages in the same way they are offered tours of Angkor Wat. It might be tempting to accept the opportunity to experience "the real Cambodia," especially when you are confronted by extreme poverty at every turn. But  a new campaign launched by international NGO Friends-International and UNICEF asks you to think again.
   "Travellers care for Cambodia and are often disturbed by the perceived situation of children," said Sebastien Marot, Executive Director of Friends-International, whose headquarters are in Cambodia. "It is essential for them to understand the real situation and what positive actions they can take to effectively protect and support these children."
   A recent study of Cambodia's residential institutions showed that the rapidly growing practice of "orphanage tourism" actually does more harm than good, violating the rights of children and contributing to the separation of families. The study revealed that 72% of children living in institutions labelled "orphanages" have at least one living parent, and that the number of these types of institutions has grown in recent years, despite the fact that the number of orphaned and vulnerable children has shrunk. The study also showed that a number of these orphanage tourism schemes are run by unscrupulous business operators, and many are not regulated.

   Orphanages in themselves are not bad, but visitors must be aware of the effects of their actions. The Friends/UNICEF campaign encourages tourists to ask themselves a number of questions before they decide to visit an orphanage, including:

* Are visitors allowed to just drop in and have direct access to children without supervision? Orphanages that allow strangers off the street to interact with children unsupervised, without conducting sufficient background checks, are not protecting the interests of the children.

* Are children required to work or participate in securing funds for the orphanage? The songs and dances may be cute, but they can also be viewed as child labor and groom children for begging and street work that leaves them open to exploitation.

* Does the orphanage have an active family reunification programme? The extended family plays an important role in Cambodian culture, and efforts should be made to reunite orphaned children with family members that can care for them.

     For more details on the campaign, see 
http://www.thinkchildsafe.org/thinkbeforevisiting/ .
CAMBODIA: BORDER ROW HURTS PREAH VIHEAR TOURISM
[PPP: 3.1.12; 6.12.11] - DESPITE an increase in tourism nationwide, Preah Vihear province saw a 4% year-on-year decline last year as the result of the violent border clashes between Cambodia and Thailand, according provincial tourism officials. Preah Vihear province’s Tourism Department reported that the total number of visitors for 2011 fell to about 125,000 from more than 130,000 the previous year.
   Kong Vibol, director of Ministry of Tourism’s provincial branch in Preah Vihear, blamed the decline on the months-long border row between the two countries, near the 1,000-year-old Hindu Preah Vihear temple, from February to June. “The problem is what we all already knew. We had a problem earlier in the year, leading to a decline in tourists,” he said, referring to the dispute. 
   Since the fighting has ended, there has been an increase in tourism infrastructure development in the province, he said. He noted that the access road to the temple is now under construction, and that restaurants and guesthouses were also being developed near the landmark. 
   Overall, however, foreign tourist arrivals in Cambodia increased by more than 15% between January and October compared to the same period in 2010, Ministry of Tourism data showed. Officials attributed the arrival of 2.3 million foreign visitors during the first 10 months of the year to the increasing popularity of seaside and mountain locations, alongside Cambodia’s traditional attractions such as Angkor Wat.   (
TOURISM A PRIORITY INDUSTRY 
FOR INDONESIA

[eTN: 12.12.11] – RECOGNIZING the importance of the travel and tourism industry for economic development, Suryo Sulisto, Chairman of the Jakarta-based Chamber of Commerce and Industry, would like to see more Americans visiting Indonesia. He would also like to see an increase in foreign investment in the form of four- and five-star hotels, theme parks and cruise tourism.

   In 2008, tourism was the third largest contributor to foreign exchange in Indonesia. Official data for January to October 2011 show that 6.27 million tourists visited the country with three-quarters of visitors arriving from the Asia–Pacific region and one-fourth from Europe, primarily UK, France, and Germany. Most travellers enter Indo-nesia by air, with 2.32 million landing at Bali’s Ngurah Rai International Airport and 1.6 million at Jakarta’s Soekarno-Hatta International Airport. 

   Tourism to Indonesia has increased 8.47% over 2010 with most holiday travellers (59%) wending their way to Bali; West, Central, and East Java; Jakarta; North Sumatra; Lampung; South Sulawesi; and South Sumatra. Only 38% of travellers come to Indonesia with a business agenda.

   According to Sulisto, “Current source markets are primarily Asian including Japan, Korea, Taiwan, and China.” He added, “Perhaps the US tourism market has declined because there are no direct links from the US to Indonesia and travellers connect through Singapore and Hong Kong.”

   While Indonesia has the potential to be a prime-time tourism destination, there are concerns regarding infrastructure bottle-necks, security/safety and the preser-vation of traditional culture and lifestyles.  Many airports are not ready for tourism increases, and wide-bodied aircraft cannot be accommodated at all locations. In addition, natural disasters have prompted many countries to issue travel warnings, suggesting that travel to Indonesia be postponed or canceled. (
INDONESIA: TSUNAMI TOURISM 
IN ACEH

[TW: 26.12.11] – ON 26 December 2004, a massive earthquake triggered a tsunami across the Indian Ocean that killed an estimated 230,000 people, many of them from the northern Sumatran province of Aceh. 

   Perhaps one of the most iconic images of the tsunami’s wrath was a 30-foot fishing boat thrown a couple of miles inland and perched on top the ruins of a house. Fifty-nine people clung to the boat until the surge passed; all of them survived. There’s now a viewing platform above the building with tsunami-related pictures on display below. 

   Ponny had seen the pictures but still was not prepared for the reality. “I think this is awesome!” she said. “The people in this ship, nobody died, so this is a miracle.” Ponny is among the growing numbers of tourists who have come to Aceh some seven years after the tsunami to see the relics of destruction. Around the wreckage, facilities have sprung up, with viewing platforms, drink vendors, and snack shops. 

   Petriani and her sister have opened a popular noodle shop under the beached boat. Across the street, 51-year-old Abdul Wahab sells drinks, snacks and souvenirs. He came here after the tsunami looking to make some money helping with the clean-up. Now, he sits in front of his small shop serving thirsty tourists. He smiles at his good fortune, but said he sometimes he feels embarrassed, since it is such a sad place. 

   About a mile away, the Aceh-Nias Rehabilitation and Reconstruction Agency, or BRR, built a US$6.7 million Tsunami Museum. It exhibits photographs of victims, stories of survivors and an electronic simulation of the undersea earthquake that triggered the wave. 

   Officials say more tourists come to see the aftermath of the tsunami than come for the area’s wide, sandy beaches. Yusny Saby, a professor at the State Institute of Islamic Studies in Aceh, said it may sound morbid, but it’s actually very healing. “We call it spiritual tourism,” Saby said. “If it were not for the tsunami, we would have still been in war. So the tsunami is a sort of blessing in disguise. We lost a lot, but it speeded up the process of bringing peace.” 

   The peace came after a nearly 30-year civil war between Acehnese rebels and the government of Indonesia. And that’s become another draw for tourists. 

   Zulkifi once worked as a tour guide in Jakarta and Bali, but he now teaches English and German to classes of future tour guides. Some of those guides-in-training spent years fighting for the rebels. He said before the tsunami, rebels holed up in the jungle. Now they’re engaged in guerrilla or “terror tourism.”

   In fact, many western embassies still issue travel warnings for Aceh. There have been sporadic attacks targeting foreigners in recent years. But still the tourists come. The scars of the tsunami are still not completely healed but the Acehnese hope they can at least get some benefit from the natural disaster that nearly wiped them out.   (
‘VISIT LAOS YEAR 2012’ 
GETS UNDERWAY

[MTO: 7.12.11; VT: 3.1.12] – THE Lao government declared the start of Visit Laos Year 2012 on New Year's Eve as thousands of revellers gathered to share the final hours of 2011 and count down to the start of 2012. 

   The aim of the campaign is to publicize Laos' special attractions and bring more tourists to Laos, while developing the country's scenic areas and cultural and historical attractions in a sustainable way. 

   Announcing the start of the nationwide tourist campaign, Deputy Prime Minister Asang Laoly said that improving the tourism industry would attract more visitors and generate more income that could be put towards socio-economic development and poverty reduction. He urged all Lao people to maintain their reputation for hospitality and to preserve the country's fine traditions and culture, to set Laos apart as a tourist destination. 

   The year 2011 saw both success and challenges for Laos. The economy grew at a sustained rate above 8% and poverty has eased. Trade, investment and revenue collection have all grown in line with set targets. But the year also brought high inflation triggered by rising fuel and food prices. In the rainy season, widespread flooding left 30 people dead and caused tremendous hardship for people and property damage.   (
LAOS: MEGA-PROJECT THREATENS
VIENTIANE’S MARSH 

[VT: 26.+29.12.11; TTR-W: 6.1.12] – THE Lao government has given the green light for a Chinese company to develop the 365-ha That Luang marsh area of Vientiane as a special economic zone to boost socio-economic development in Laos. The agreement to develop the marsh was reached on 28 December in Vientiane between the government and the Wan Feng Shanghai real estate company of China. Under the agreement, Wan Feng Shanghai will spend 12,000 billion kip (more than US$1.5 billion) to develop the marsh into a tourist attraction and cultural centre. 

   The company will create a large lagoon in the centre of the new urban area and develop infrastructure in line with the government's plan to ensure that waste water is properly drained off. 

   Wan Feng Shanghai will build the new zone on 303 ha and leave 62 ha undeveloped. The project site includes six villages in Xaysettha and Sisattanak districts - Nonvai, Meuang Noi, Nonkhor Neua, Phonthan, Phonpapao and Donekoi. The development will include open spaces, a public park, lagoon, drainage, roads, a sports centre, and trade and service centres that contain five-star hotels, shopping centres and entertainment venues. The project will also include a residential area and facilities that catering to foreign tourists. 

   Guo Ping Huang said the company believed it would take 15 to 20 years to complete the development. The first phase is expected to start in February 2012, when some facilities will be built for the Asia-Europe Meeting Summit in November. 
   The That Luang marsh is the largest remaining wetland located on the eastern edge of Vientiane Municipality covering the area of 20 sq-km and is part of the That Luang Basin collecting water that drains from Vientiane City and surrounding areas. It prevents flooding in Vientiane through natural channels and drainage. Environmentalists are likely to campaign against the proposal as it will cause serious damage to Vientiane’s environment.   (
MALAYSIA: BAKUN TO BECOME A ‘MUST-GO’ TOURISM DESTINATION?
[TBP: 1.1.12] - IF tourism-related industry players have their way, the Bakun area in Sarawak - where probably the most embattled hydroelectric dam projects in Asia is located - will become one of the world’s ‘must-go’ tourist destinations. The Bakun dam flooding commenced on 13 October 2010 putting 700 km² of land under water - equivalent to the size of Singapore. The dam project was met with strong opposition from affected indigenous communities, as well as human rights and environmental activists in Malaysia and abroad because it involved forced relocation of local residents and irreparable ecological damage. 

   The Sungai Asap resettlement scheme was set up in 1998 to accommodate some 15,000 people from 15 longhouses who were evicted from their original villages in Balui River to make way for dam. Principal Assistant Secretary to the Tourism Ministry Mary Wan Mering said travel agents needed to come up with exciting packages. 
   “I am happy that the longhouse folks are trying to start homestay programmes to improve their living standard. The ministry is hopeful their initiative will ensure the success of homestay programmes in Sungai Asap,” she said at the recent launching of the Uma Belor Leo Dian Belaga homestay programme. She hoped that the locals would take advantage on what Bakun could offer, especially in “ecotourism”.

   Meanwhile, Samuel Chung, managing director of Straits Central Travel & Tour Agencies disclosed at the same event that six travel agents participated in the Bakun familiarization trip. “We have been to few longhouses. They are among the best products that can be commercialized locally and internationally,” he said.

    The distance from Bakun to Bintulu is 180km; Bakun to Sibu (390km), Bakun to Miri (300km) and Bakun to Kuching (900km). Chung suggested that travel agents work with the local airline to promote Uma Belor as a transit point.

   “With the help of the Tourism Ministry, we have talked to the airline to give us a special fare. I hope this will materialize soon… We want to concentrate on ecotourism — the people come here for nature. We also want to help train local tour guides to protect the interests of the local people. We are fully committed to this,” he added.

   Earlier, Chung described during an interview Bakun as a very interesting “new product”. He said: “Of course, we have the Batang Ai Dam which is beautiful as well but Bakun dam is something else – it’s one of the biggest in the world. So it’s the job for the tourism people to develop the area as a tourism product.“
   On the local community, he said, their different ethnic backgrounds were attractions in themselves. “We can combine this with nature, culture and adventure. If we are to develop this, the locals need to be involved,“ he said. “Few other countries have things like pristine jungles, unspoilt flora and fauna as well as agro-tourism. Moreover, we have other beautiful tourism products like natural waterfalls and traditional longhouses, and tourism activities like boat rides and fishing. All these are available in Bakun.”

   Tropical Hornbill Travel & Tours Sdn Bhd product manager Bob Zakaria said the Bakun area had immense potential to be developed into one of the best tourist destinations in the country. “The lake itself is one of the biggest in the world with its strategic small islands. The local communities must work with the homestay operators to improve their livelihood and make the programme a success,” he said. “The government can get involved by providing training and funding.” 

   Ten Wuan Ping, the officer in charge of Bakun Dam Health and Safety Department, said new islands would be created to promote the area for “ecotourists”. He added that with proper planning, more people could be expected to get involved in the tourism sector. “There will be more than 20 big islands with a total size of 6,000 ha that is suitable for resort development. The area has great tourism potential,” Ten enthused.   (
THAI TOURISM JITTERY

[BP: 9.1.12] - POLITICAL uncertainty remains a major risk to tourism, as many believe the way that Yingluck Shinawatra's administration is managing the country will trigger a fresh round of political violence in 2012. The private sector has expressed concern over sensitive post-flood issues, especially those related to fugitive former Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra, Yingluck's older brother.

  As well, the government's perceived inefficiency and corruption including charges of flood mismanagement have not inspired the private sector's confidence. State officials warned of possible bombings during the New Year festivities, while the prolonged violence in the Deep South have posed a setback for tourism. 
  A series of negative factors - the 2003 SARS epidemic, the 2004 tsunami, the 2006 military coup, the yellow shirt demonstrations and closure of Suvarnabhumi airport in 2008, the global economic crisis in 2008, the red shirt demonstrations and unrest in 2009 and 2010, and the 2011 flooding - have made Thailand a risky destination in the eyes of international tour operators.

   Thailand has traditionally been a top destination, taking 36% of ASEAN's tourism revenue in 2003, followed by Malaysia with 23% and Singapore with 13%. But in 2010, Thailand's market share dropped to 30% while Malaysia's rose to 28% and Singapore's to 15%. This shows the country's tourism industry is facing a depression.

  The current government seems to be creating negative factors that could lead to conflict and put tourism at further risk. Economic problems are another concern of many operators, especially foreign exchange fluctuations, which affect tourists' purchasing power.

   Sisdivachr Cheewarattanaporn, president of the Asso-ciation of Thai Travel Agents, said the private sector is also concerned about the possibility of more flooding this year. ”We've seen no concrete plans to prevent future floods. Negative factors, especially political ones, affect all tourist markets. They'll obstruct this year's arrivals target of 18-19 million international tourists this year. We'll do good just to repeat the 2011 figure this year," he said.

   Previously, people in many countries did not know about Thailand, but now everyone knows the country from news footage of red shirt protesters, and this has tar-nished the national image, said Mr Sisdivachr.

   The Thai Hotels Association said forward bookings for January remained very low. "We constantly worry about whether new political problems will occur or if the flooding will be repeated," said president Prakit Chinamourphong .

   Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) governor Surapol Svetasreni admitted that the economic crises in Europe and the US and political problems in the Middle East poses risks to Thailand's tourist trade in 2012. The country must therefore pay serious attention to the booming Asian market. Domestic tourism is expected to experience little growth due to Thai tourists spending their money on post-flood home renovations. Higher fuel prices and forecasts regarding natural disasters will affect local tourists' confidence.   (
**********

THAILAND: AMIDST DISASTER, WHO CARES ABOUT 
TOURISM’S  SUSTAINABILITY ?
The following is edited from an editorial in The Nation [30.11.11]
I

t turns out that natural disasters are taking a toll on tourism more frequently than street protests or any other form of political instability these days. Blame it on climate change, deforestation or watershed destruction, but natural disasters, flooding in particular, will wreak havoc on the industry much more frequently. The tourism sector thus needs a regime of sound preventative and rehabilitation measures to cope with disasters and recover disaster-ravaged tourist sites faster.

     Thailand's tourism industry employs more than two million people or about 15% of the workforce, and accounts for roughly 6% of GDP. Due to the flooding, the number of tourist arrivals at Suvarnabhumi Airport dropped from an average of 130,000 a day to about 100,000. The old Don Mueang Airport still remains closed due to flooding.

     Minister for Tourism and Sport, Chumpol Silapa-Archa said the floods won't have any more impact on Thailand than the political unrest of 2010. His statement came amidst heavy rain that has caused flooding in the central plains as well as six provinces in Thailand's South, which has seen some of the Kingdom's tourist attractions inundated.

     Some industry observers are already complaining about the authorities' lack of preparation for rehabilitation and restoration of not just tourist sites, but also facilities like the old Bangkok airport, out of which at least four airlines are operating. What's true is that our tourist sites tend to be disaster-prone, and still nothing is being done to prevent disasters repeating.

     Take the ancient capital of Ayutthaya for instance. This UNESCO-designated World Heritage Site has always been a cash cow. Yet, even without this year's large-scale flooding disaster, our ancient city is inundated almost every year anyway. Half of more than 200 monasteries, fortresses and other monuments have been damaged by water that rises up to three metres in places. Ayutthaya is bidding to host the World Expo in 2020, but experts doubt the city will win, given that it's prone to seasonal flooding and that no preventative measures are in place to keep floods at bay.

     What's frustrating is that just as the flood waters are receding, the TAT plans a string of celebrations to promote tourism in Ayutthaya. This may be a very good idea. But it also reminds us of a familiar cycle that this country seems happy with: we want more tourists to come and spend time and money in Ayutthaya so that we can make a lot of money and live well and care about little else. Then the monsoon comes, the ancient city will be inundated again, and we will wait until the water recedes and will promote Ayutthaya again. Ayutthaya could be just any tourist site in the country.

     That's an exploitation, not a promotion of tourist attractions. The TAT, the Fine Arts Department and other government bodies involved in the tourism industry need a long-term, sustainable, holistic approach to maintaining and promoting tourist sites. It seems the authorities are eager about spending a lot of money on promoting our tourist sites in foreign magazines and bringing in foreign journalists to write nice things about Thailand. But what they should do is spend as much money as possible on protecting, maintaining and restoring our tourist attractions so they become sustainable in the longer term.    (  
VIETNAM: CALLS TO PROTECT 
BA VI NATIONAL PARK
[VNB: 23.12.11] - SCIENTISTS have called on concerned agencies to apply urgent measures to protect the Ba Vi National Park from the current unlicensed mineral exploi-tation, tourism and construction activities. The park, known for its rich and diverse tropical and subtropical species of flora and fauna, is located 48 km West of Hanoi.
   Right after people voiced their concern about the Ba Vi National Park which has been trespassed, the Vietnam Association for Conservation of Nature and Environment (VACNE) made fact-finding trips and conducted a survey on the national park. The results were alarming.
   Located next to the Ba Vi National Park, the Minh Quang pyrite mine has been left idle for the last 10 years, where rocks and waste ores have still been left on the site. Scientists reported that the waste water here has a blood-like red colour because it is rich in iron and sulfuric acid. The water seeping from the mine has a very low pH (around 2-3) and may contain arsenic. In this area, no plant can grow anymore, except a plant called by local residents as ”chut chit” which easily gets flammable in the dry season. The waste water from the mine flows down the river and ends up in the groundwater.
   The scientists also voiced concern about the frequent road construction activities on the western slopes of Mount Ba Vi, which affect natural resources and land-scape of the park.
   Some time ago, local residents complained about deve-loping the Thien Son-Suoi Nga tourism site at the Dong Xo Lake irrigation dam. The construction there caused serious pollution of the stream in the lower section.
   Moreover, the operation of the six resort projects - namely Thien Son-Thac Nga, Ao Vua, Khoang Xanh, Thac Da, Tien Sa - also reportedly involved forest encroachment and environmental damages.
   Nguyen Phi Truyen, Deputy Director of the Ba Vi National Park, said that mining activities were not carried out directly in the park, but nearby at the foot of the Ba Vi Mountain; yet he had sent officials to the sites to supervise the operation activities in order to prevent possible negative impacts.
   Regarding the tourism projects, Truyen said that 23 sites in the forests of the park have been found suitable for tourism development. He explained that these areas will be leased to enterprises to develop tourism facilities, and these enterprises will be in charge of protecting the forest and contributing to the livelihood of local residents.
   Dr Ngo Dinh Tuan from VACNE insisted that the current activities around the Ba Vi National Park are seriously affecting the park’s natural resources. He warned that action is urgently needed; otherwise it will be too late to protect the park.   (
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