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SOUTHEAST ASIA, INDIAN OCEAN ON TSUNAMI ALERT
AFTER SUMATRA QUAKE
[CNA: 11.4.12; TI: 12.4.12; BP: 20.4.12] – SOUTHEAST Asian nations issued tsunami alerts and urged people to move to safety away from coastlines after a massive 8.7-magnitude earthquake struck off the coast of Indonesia's Sumatra on 11 April. Panic broke out across Southeast Asian coastal areas after the initial quake, which could be felt in Bangkok, Rangoon, Singapore and India. It was followed within the hour by an equally strong aftershock.

   Sri Lanka, India, Thailand, Burma and Malaysia issued evacuation instructions as US monitors issued an Indian Ocean-wide tsunami warning after the quake, which according to the US Geological Survey struck off the coast of Sumatra at a depth of 22 kms.

    On 26 December 2004, a 9.2-magnitude earthquake off Sumatra generated a catastrophic tsunami that wrought devastation across southern Asia, killing an estimated 220,000 people.
   Last year, a 9.0-magnitude earthquake caused a tsunami and nuclear disaster in Japan, killing some 19,000 people.
   The good news is that no tsunami was generated by the 11 April sea floor quakes. In Thailand’s Andaman provin-ces, the warning sirens sounded and most importantly, no one was injured. But seismologists warned that tremors would continue for a month, posing threats to buildings. Following the massive Sumatra quake, a succession of aftershocks shook people in Phuket up again and many houses there sustained cracks.
  Experts said a tsunami in the Indian Ocean did not occur this time because the subduction — the process by which tectonic plates move against each other—was a “strip-line quake,” moving horizontally, as opposed to the vertical clash of plates that occurred in 2004.
   According to a Bangkok Post editorial, “Both the tsunami alert and this week's aftershocks have shown there is room for improvement in our response to potential disaster. The evacuation along some narrow roads during the alert was far from orderly and parts of the coastal road were gridlocked, translation difficulties and misunder-standings were rife, flights were disrupted by the tempo-rary closure of Phuket International Airport causing con-fusion and panic among nervous tourists trying to leave, several Japanese tour groups abruptly cancelled their holiday plans and the mobile phone system collapsed under the overload.

   ”The shortcomings in the evacuation process spurred the [Phuket] governor to order a full-scale drill early next month. That should be the first of many because the alarm system has been plagued by problems ever since 2005. 
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   Confidence fell to a new low last December when well-known meteorologist Smith Dharmasaroja warned that some of the onshore watch towers were not functioning as intended and that the tsunami early-warning system in the Andaman Sea was broken, unreliable and possibly beyond repair. He blamed lack of maintenance of the warning buoys off Phuket for much of this. While it is encouraging that the alarm system did function properly last week, we must ensure it works perfectly every time. Lives depend on it.
   ”Obviously, disaster preparedness should not be con-fined to any one region or eventuality. The havoc wrought by last year's floods is proof of that and seismologists say geological fault lines are not confined to Phuket. Without a truly effective nationwide disaster management system, many provinces would suffer unacceptably high casual-ties in any disaster - unacceptable because they could be minimized or avoided completely.”   (
CONTROVERSIAL TOURISM PLANS
FOR DISPUTED ISLANDS

[DPA: 5.4.12; R-N: 2.4.12] - THE Chinese government has rejected state media reports that it plans to start tourist cruises to a disputed island group in the South China Sea. A spokesperson from the China National Tourism Admini-stration said the government had no current plans to develop tourism in the Xisha islands, known interna-tionally as the Paracels. 

   The semi-official China News Service quoted the un-identified spokesperson as saying that earlier media reports, based on a broadcast by China National Radio, were inaccurate. 

   China occupied the islands after a clash in 1974 and lays an all-encompassing claim to the South China Sea, a vital shipping area that is also believed to be rich in oil and mineral resources. The Philippines, Malaysia, Viet-nam and Brunei - all ASEAN members - claim over-lapping parts of the sea. Despite a series of maritime agreements aimed at resolving tensions, each nation continues to protest the other's activities near the islands, which lie about 180 kms from each coast. 

   Surin Pitsuwan, the secretary general of the Association of South-East Asian Nations (ASEAN), recently said the 10-member group would deal jointly with China in trying to resolve ongoing disputes over the islands and other areas of the South China Sea. 
   Meanwhile, the Philippines announced plans to develop one of the disputed Spratly Islands into a tourism centre.  The Spratlys, a group of 250 uninhabitable islets, spread over 427,350 sq-km.

   In March, China condemned the planned construction of a beaching ramp by the Philippines on the coral-fringed island, the second largest in the Spratlys and the biggest occupied by the Philippines in the contested region. Beijing insisted that China had "indisputable sovereignty" over the area.  

   The 37-ha island, known internationally as Thitu and in the Philippines as Pag-Asa, is habitable, boasting fresh water and a small population of a few hundred people. The tourism plan for Thitu comes as a territorial squabble over the South China Sea enters a new and more contentious chapter, with claimant nations searching deeper into disputed waters for energy supplies while building up their navies and military alliances, especially with the United States.

      US President Barack Obama has sought to reassure regional allies that Washington would serve as a counterbalance to a newly assertive China in the South China Sea, part of his campaign to "pivot" US foreign policy more intensely on Asia after a decade of war in Iraq and Afghanistan.   (
ARE BURMESE AWARE OF TOURISM’S
DARK SIDE?
[TI: 22+23.3.12; 14.4.12; NYT: 10.4.12] - AS dramatic political reforms continue to take shape in Burma, a wave of tourists has already started to arrive, eager to explore the country’s magnificent temples, beaches and highlands. But with much of the tourism infrastructure owned by notorious henchmen and ex-generals from the old military dictatorship, how can a tourist travel in the former Burma without enriching the very people who kept the country in the dark for so many decades?

   And how can Burma, as it grows its tourism sector, avoid following Thailand and Cambodia into sex tourism? The National League for Democracy (NLD), the oppo-sition party led by Daw Aung San Suu Kyi, acknowledges that “the callous expectation of sex tourists presents an obvious evil”. The party also said it wants to guard against other social ills, “thoughtless practices such as the indiscriminate distribution of money or gifts that have made habitual beggars of children in some communities”.
   Andrea Valentin, the founder of Tourism Transparency, a Thailand-based NGO, recently spoke about the possibility of sex tourism taking root in Burma. “The spread of sex tourism is my biggest concern for the future,” she said. “Sex tourism is a multibillion-dollar industry, and it’s not all about adult prostitution. I am worried about child sex tourism and the vulnerabilities of Cyclone Nargis orphans. I fear the financial lure will prove too irresistible for poor women and girls, men and boys, who will be violently exploited. The lessons to learn are pretty straightforward: If Burma wants to have more prostitutes than monks in the country, then they should follow Thailand’s tourism development approach….”
    Will Burma tourism follow the notorious Thai model? 

    Burma's tourism officials are actually taking advice from the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) on developing the country's service sector and a “Two Countries, one Destination” campaign.  
  Burma and Thailand are similar in size and population. Both are predominantly Buddhist, but with diverse ethnic minorities in the highlands. And both countries boast unique historical sites, lush mountain retreats and hundreds of beautiful palm-fringed beaches.

    But while Burma's beaches are mostly inaccessible and have no resorts or amenities, Thailand's beaches and seawaters are teeming with tourists from all around the world. Jet-skis rub shoulders with millionaires' yachts in Phuket's marina, and the selection of shops, bars, night venues and entertainment is endless. Further North on Burma's Andaman Islands, most locals still work as fishermen. Rather than running restaurants, or offering hair-braiding or massages to foreigners on the beach, local women spend their days gutting fish and weaving bamboo baskets.
   With a fledgling tourism industry, Burma’s historical areas could be destroyed by overzealous development. There are already signs that tourism is coming at the cost of local heritage sites. Residents from Myauk-U in 2010 formally complained to local authorities that construction of a new railroad was damaging key cultural sites, such as pagodas, stupas and religious libraries. A number of hotels have been built to accommodate travellers enticed by the ancient ruins, but residents are furious at the prospect of important religious structures being bulldozed. 

   Surely, most tourists prefer ‘unspoilt’ destinations. Now that Burma is expecting an unprecedented tourism boom, NGOs and tour agents are calling on the Burmese government to ensure that the country prepares for ‘responsible’ and ‘sustainable tourism’, aimed to protect local ecosystems and take precautions against repeating the mistakes of its eastern neighbour Thailand.

   “Phuket has had its day!” recently said blogger Ramon to an online thread that discussed the murder of an elderly British couple on the island. “Mafia, murder, muggings, rip-offs. It's all turned nasty.” The same could easily be said for Thailand's other beach resorts, such as Koh Samui and the notorious sex haven of Pattaya. Many worry that an uncontrolled policy of tourism in Burma will inevitably lead to more prostitution that will attract hordes of sex tourists.

   Burma's tourism authorities say they prefer to aim at a different influx of international visitor: the culture tourist. “We have more than 130 nationalities, different traditions, different languages, different costumes,” said Maung Maung Swe. “It's one of the most wonderful cultures in the world. And of course the Myanmar people have such a friendly and gentle nature, same as Thailand 30 years ago.” 

    Nevertheless, the fact that tourism has a dark side must not be ignored and decisive measures to avoid negative impacts have to be taken as soon as possible.   (
FIRST ‘RESPONSIBLE TOURISM’ CONFERENCE HELD IN BURMA

Supported by the German Hanns Seidel-Foundation, the ‘1st International Conference on Responsible Tourism in Myanmar’ was held in the new Burmese capital Nay Pyi Taw from 21st-23rd of February.  During the first two days, workshops were held with participants from the public and private sector respectively. The public sector workshop was attended by 22 different ministries, all participating in discussing their individual responsibilities for making Burma tourism ‘responsible’ and ‘sustainable’. The private sector workshop was hosted by the Myanmar Tourism Board.  The result was a joint declaration of intent, which can be accessed at: 
http://myanmartourism.org/latestnews/2012/02/24/nay-pyi-taw-responsible-tourism-statement-taking-responsibility-for-tourism-%E2%80%93-a-working-week-on-responsible-tourism-planning-in-myanmar-february-23rd-2012/
CHINA GAMBLES AT THE COST OF CAMBODIAN FORESTS 
AND COMMUNITIES
Edited from a Special Report by Andrew R.C. Marshall and Prak Chan Thul [Reuters: 7.3.2012]

I

t was once the unspoiled jungle home for tigers, elephants, bears and gibbons. But today, Botum Sakor National Park in southwest Cambodia is fast disappearing to ac-commodate a much less endangered species: the Chinese gambling tourist.

     "This was all forest once," says Chut Wutty, director of the Natural Resource Protection Group, an envi-ronmental watchdog based in the capital Phnom Penh, gesturing across a near-treeless landscape. "But then the government sold the land to rich men."

     He means Tianjin Union Develop-ment Group, a real-estate company from northern China, which is trans-forming 340 sq-km of Botum Sakor into a city-sized gambling resort for "extravagant feasting and revelry," its website says. A 64-km highway, now almost complete, will cut a four-lane swathe through mostly virgin forest.

     Fishing families in Botum Sakor say that Union Group is using strong-arm tactics to relocate them deep inland. "It's been my land since my grandparents' generation," says Srey Khmao, 68, from Thmar Sar. "I lived peacefully there until Union Group threatened the villagers and told them to remove their belongings."

     Cambodia's 2001 land law forbids economic land concessions greater than 10,000 ha. But China's Union Group won a 99-year lease thanks to a 2008 royal decree which carved out 36,000 ha from Botum Sakor and redefined it.

     In the same year, a contract was signed by Minister of Environment Mok Mareth and the chief of Union Group's board of directors Li Zhi Xuan. The company was granted a further 9,100 adjoining hectares last year to build a hydroelectric dam.

     Union Group has big ambitions for the area, including a network of roads, an international airport, a port for large cruise ships, two reservoirs, condomi-niums, hotels, hospitals, golf courses and a casino called "Angkor Wat on Sea," according to the contract and its website.

     It will sink US$3.8 billion into its Botum Sakor resort, a figure quoted to rights groups in February by Bun Leut, governor of coastal Koh Kong pro-vince. It covers an area almost half the size of Singapore. People in the area say it will be called either "Seven-headed Dragon" or "Hong Kong II."

     "Those are just rumors. It hasn't been named yet," says Cheang Sivling, a Chinese-speaking Cambo-dian manager for Union Group's road-building operations. The four-lane highway, built at a cost of about US$1.1 million a mile, is part of a system of roads Union Group will run across Botum Sakor, adds Cheang Sivling.

     This alarms Mathieu Pellerin, a re-searcher with the Cambodian human rights group Licadho, who notes that newly built roads give logging operators greater access and could accelerate the destruction of forests.

     "Botum Sakor is melting away," he says.

     The worksites along the highway house a number of Chinese engi-neers, and are guarded by Cambo-dian soldiers. Access to the resort area itself is blocked by a provincial park ranger who, when Reuters tried to pass, threatened to radio for back-up from military police, who along with the police routinely provide security for big concessionaires. "This is China," he says firmly.

     Nearby, at the picturesque seaside village of Poy Jopon, people were preparing to leave after signing away their property to Union Group - under duress, they say.

     "I'm upset, but there is nothing I can do about it," says Chey Pheap, 42, a grocery store owner. "This is the way society works." He and the remaining villagers will soon be moved to houses some 10 km inland. When asked to describe the new area, one of Chey Pheap's neighbors says: "No work, no water, no school, no temple. Just malaria."

     Nhorn Saroen, 52, was among hundreds of families who have alrea-dy been moved from another fishing village, called Kom Saoi. "We were told it was Chinese land, and we couldn't cut down a single tree," he says. "Some people refused to leave. Their land was taken and now they have nothing."
     Allegations of forced evictions are "a problem between the Cambodian government and its people," says a company spokeswoman, who de-clined to be identified.
     The government's contract with Union Group is "shocking," says Pellerin. "Cambodia is giving away 36,000 ha to a foreign entity with little if any oversight or obvious benefit to the people."

     With Chinese investors fanning out across fast-growing Southeast Asia, festering resentment over land-hungry projects could spell trouble for Beijing, especially after the United States signaled last year that it would strengthen economic and diplomatic influence in the region. A new generation of Chinese multinationals is facing pockets of resistance in a region they once dominated without question.

     "There is a growing sense - and this is not unique to Cambodia - that Chinese investors and employers are problematic," says Sophie Richard-son, Asia Advocacy Director for Human Rights Watch. "At the same time, it's not as if the Cambodian government is stepping up to defend its own citizens."   (
INDONESIA: BATAM ISLAND EYES
SINGAPORE TOURISM BOOM 

[BWO: 29.3.12] - INDONESIA’s Batam, an island with dreams of transforming into a major tourist destination, is sprucing itself up to lure big-spending visitors from next-door Singapore.  It is looking to emulate the success of another Indonesian island close to Singapore, Bintan, which is already a luxury beach and golfing destination after opening high-speed ferry links to the city-state in the 1990s. To do so, Batam will have to overhaul its image to tap into the spillover from the booming tourism market in Singapore, the city-state just a 45-minute ferry ride away.
   With Malaysia’s nearby Johor state luring more visitors to its Iskandar metropolis, islands, beaches, palaces and national parks, Batam faces stiff competition. Johor recorded 15 million foreign arrivals in 2011, 90% of them day-tripping Singaporeans.
   Indonesian tourism officials say arrivals in Batam have stabilized at around one million annually for the past five years, many of them coming via ferry from Singapore, which welcomed more than 13 million visitors in 2011.
    With its large industrial sector and legions of migrant workers, Batam city is thoroughly urbanized, but outside the city, underdeveloped islets and coastal areas are being eyed by tourism investors. Ong Chih Ching, a Singaporean property developer, believes that despite its major industrial zones, Batam still boasts pristine beaches.
   Her company, the KOP Group, is bankrolling the upmarket Montigo Resorts project, which could help reverse Batam’s reputation as a shabby place where Singaporeans set up factories - and where some men keep Indonesian mistresses.
    Ong’s  Montigo project, which costs US$88 million, will feature 88 pool villas and 45 residences nestled on a hill with panoramic sea views. The complex, which claims to be Batam’s first five-star resort, will start operating in a few months.
   “The existence of Montigo Resort, of course, provides another hope for the progress of the tourism industry of Batam,” said Yusfa Hendri, head of the local tourism body. “The project will also create trust and confidence for future investors.”
   Both Batam and Bintan are part of the Riau archipelago, which has long been overshadowed by Bali as a tourist destination. The task ahead is to figure out how to market Batam as a secondary destination to Singapore. 
   With a population of just five million compared to Indo-nesia’s 240 million and Malaysia’s 28 million, Singapore’s tourist arrivals boomed after it opened two casino resorts in 2010, building on its role as a gateway to the neigh-boring Southeast Asian region. By comparison, Indonesia welcomed fewer than eight million visitors in 2011 while Malaysia had about 25 million, according to official figures.
   In Malaysia’s Johor state, Asia’s first Legoland theme park is set to open this year after a vast expanse of oil palm-covered hills was cleared to make way for the 31-ha attraction, based on the popular Danish plastic brick toys. The park is located in the Iskandar special development region, just across a narrow waterway from Singapore, which now hosts Southeast Asia’s first Universal Studios movie theme park.
   There are also plans for a Hello Kitty Town, inspired by the Japanese merchandising icon, in Iskandar along with other attractions aimed at families with young children. Developers hope a 50-km radius spanning Singapore and Johor will become like Orlando, Florida, which hosts Disneyland, Universal Studios and SeaWorld. “It’s a nice little cluster,” commented John Koldowski, special adviser to Bangkok-based Pacific Asia Travel Association (PATA).   ( 

INDONESIA: BALI A SHRINKING
ISLAND 
[BD: 15.4.12; JP: 11.11.12] - A SURVEY conducted by Bali’s Environmental Agency (BLH) has found that severe abrasion of shorelines has occurred along eight major southern beaches in Bali. The eight beaches are: Padang Galak Beach, Lebih Beach, Purnama Beach, Lepang Beach, Watu Kelotok Beach, Seseh Beach, Soka Beach and Pengambengan Beach.
   The head of BLH for Bali, Anak Agung Alit Sastrawan, said that the eight beachfronts have been classified as having suffered "severe abrasion" by virtue of an annual 5-m intrusion of the shoreline at each of the beaches. He added that the rising shoreline is not due solely to building too close to the water’s edge, but can also be linked to rising sea levels worldwide as a result of global warming.
   Sastrawan said that, in fact, almost all the beaches of southern Bali are experiencing some degree of beach erosion. 

   Last November, the Gianyar administration requested emergency assistance from the provincial administration to halt sea erosion, which is destroying parts of Bali’s shoreline. 
   “Many people have lost their land and rice fields due to this problem. We expect the provincial administration to launch a program to mitigate this problem and prevent the erosion from worsening,” Gianyar public works agency head Nyoman Nuadi said.
   It was found that the impact of the sea erosion is most visible along the 18-km coastal stretch from Ketewel to Lebih, both of which used to be popular tourist attractions. The erosion there has all but destroyed the sandy beaches and has begun to engulf the surrounding private properties, from food stalls, to houses and rice fields. “In Lebih and Ketewel, the shoreline has moved 100 m inland,” Nuadi said.   (
MALAYSIA: POVERTY IN RANAU

There's a misconception that Ranau, a well-known tourist area located at the foothill of Mount Kinabalu in Sabah, is wealthier than its neighbours, writes Luke Rintod [FMT: 15.4.12].

A

n undulating land, famed for its vegetable terraces at the foot-hills of Mount Kinabalu, Ranau is still known for its rustic and hard lifestyle. Basic amenities are few and far between here.

     While it was never mentioned as the poorest, perhaps because of its market gardens along the main road to Sandakan and Tawau, the fact that it is adjacent to the notoriously poor, rural parts of Kota Marudu, Beluran, Tongod, Tambunan, Keningau, Kota Belud and Tuaran districts, conceals the poverty in the district.

     “…many areas in Ranau in fact still do not enjoy basic amenities such as good roads, electricity and water. It is also a very hilly district, and that it is a common scene that natives live in poverty, living in old dilapidated wooden houses everywhere,” said State Reform Party (STAR) divisional head for district, Jalibin Paidi. He added that the state government must carry out a fresh study on poverty in the state, especially in rural areas like Ranau.

     Jalibin said while it is taken for granted that the northern part of Sabah is the poorest with the most number of hardcore poor house-holds, Ranau is just adjacent to most of the poverty-stricken areas and this warrants a re-look as poverty is ram-pant in many parts of Ranau.

     “Signs of poverty can also be seen from the low purchasing power of the people. In Ranau, we have three state constituencies (Kundasang, Karanaan and Paginatan) but only two visible towns – Ranau itself and Kundasang, both thriving partly because they are right on the east-west road that connects Kota Kina-balu to Sandakan and Tawau,“ he said. “The tourism sector too has in fact been of little benefit to the ordi-nary kampung folks. There haven’t been any outstanding programmes that have really helped leap-frog meaningful participation of local entrepreneurs in tourism. It is all ordi-nary and naturally developed, not so much of government intervention,” Jalibin explained.

     Jalibin called on Sabah authori-ties to inform the public about the real situation of poverty and rural deve-lopments in Ranau vis-a-vis increase of income, infrastructures, school drop-outs, mortality rate and migra-tion of youths to other towns and cities.

     Ranau, with a population of about 94,000 and at the average elevation of about 1,176 m above sea level is host to many tourist sites such as the Mount Kinabalu, Kinabalu Park, Poring Hot Springs, Kundasang Memorial Park and the WWII Death March Trail. It also has the country’s first World Heritage Site (the Kina-balu Park) having designated as such by the UNESCO in December 2000. Ranau was also once home to the largest mining project in Malay-sia, the Mamut Copper Mine, before it ceased operations in 1999.
      Meanwhile Karanaan assembly-man Masidi Manjun, who is Tourism and Environment Minister, has chal-lenged Jalibin to get his facts right before claiming that Ranau could be Sabah’s poorest district. Borneo Post quoted Masidi as saying that the government has never denied the fact that poor people could be found all over Sabah, including Ranau. He added that there is no easy solution to poverty and he doubts that there could be a thing as total poverty eradication.   (
PHILIPPINES: PUERTO GALERA CASHES IN ON TOURISM
[PDI: 24.3.12] - PUERTO Galera, the fabled coastal town — with its resorts, beach coves, waterfalls, abundant marine life, limestone cliffs, rock formations, coral gardens, dive sites and mountains at the northern tip of Oriental Mindoro – has been experiencing a tourism boom. It lays claim to having one of the most beautiful bays in the world.
    “We are now promoting Puerto Galera as the heart of Asia, center of the center,” said Mayor Hubbert A. Dolor in a recent media briefing. “The Philippines is part of the Coral Triangle, and we are at the center of the center of marine biodiversity.”

   Puerto Galera attracts two million tourists every year, and its income is boosted by the Environment Usage Fee (EUF) of P50 per visitor.
   By 2020, the town hopes to have its own airport. The construction phase is starting soon, supported by the Department of Transportation and Communication.

   Puerto Galera will likely have to wait a while to attain the status of a city, and in the meantime, it is bent on boosting its coffers through tourism.

   “We have no other income except tourism,” the mayor said. “We have agricultural lands but our cooperative farmers have become tourist guides and boatmen.”

   What about the dark side of tourism, such as sex tourism and pedophilia, media representatives asked.
“Gone are the days of human trafficking,” Dolor claimed, “We have bars in Sabang, but bars are part of tourism. There are regular checkups, and regular visits by doctors. So the bars are regulated and controlled.”   (
CASINO FRENZY IN THE PHILIPPINES
[FAM: 9.4.12] - MACAU and Singapore have grabbed most of the casino industry’s attention over the last years, but after three decades of quiet casino development, the Philippines is suddenly upping the ante. Four huge casinos are under construction as part of a mega-project due to start opening next year in Manila that will draw gamblers from across Asia. Once it is going full tilt, the country expects to generate US$10 billion a year in gaming revenue. That will easily top Las Vegas’ US$6.5 billion last year but trail Macau’s US$33.5 billion. 

   The four casinos will anchor the square-kilometer Bagong Nayong Pilipino Entertainment City and will see some of Asia’s richest tycoons face off against one another. Total investment is projected at US$5 billion. Licenses went to Philippine billionaire Enrique Razon Jr. and his Bloomberry Resorts; the SM Consortium, backed by the country’s richest person, Henry Sy; billionaire Japanese pachinko king Kazuo Okada; and Resorts World Bayshore, a partnership between Malaysia’s Genting Group, controlled by the family of billionaire Lim Kim Hua, and Alliance Global Group, a Philippine food industry conglomerate run by billionaire Andrew Tan. Okada’s project and Resorts World are shaping up as the two biggest projects by land area, with the four aiming to share evenly a total of 5,000 hotel rooms. Resorts World says it will open 5,400 slot machines and 800 gaming tables. 
   The Philippines already gets 30% of its casino revenue from abroad, led by Koreans and Chinese, and the new gambling palaces figure to attract much greater numbers of free-spending foreign tourists. One draw is the surge of cheap flights, with round-trip tickets from Hong Kong costing as little as US$162 and from Seoul starting at US$248. 
   Cristino Naguiat Jr., chairman of the Philippine gaming authority, believes that gamblers will prefer the Philip-pines to other Asian gaming centers because they can visit tropical atolls on the same trip: “As our secretary of tourism says, it’s more fun in the Philippines.” Indeed, Naguiat is also studying a casino project in the beach town of Boracay.   ( 

THAILAND: POLITICS, REAL ESTATE, TOURISM - A TOXIC MIX AT THE BEACH

[BP: 25.3.12; TN: 20.412] - THE claim that through intervention by politicians, foreigners are now in control over a vast amount of land in Thailand made the headlines over the last weeks. 
   Ombudsman Siracha Charoenpanij asserted during a seminar that foreigners owned up to a third of land in Thailand, via nominees or by exploiting loopholes in the land ownership law. Most of the land in question is in coastal tourist areas and used for property development. 

   There are many property experts who scoffed at what they see as ‘exaggerated’ claims, but some property developers argued that the ombudsman may not be far off.

   In fact, Thai laws regarding nominee ownership do exist. They were even once taken seriously, according to Jugkarut Ruangratanakorn, managing director of the Rattanakorn Group, one of the largest developers in Pattaya. However, they have been ignored of late. Whether due to corruption or apathy, the result of this is a mushrooming of foreign ownership of land through Thai nominees. "The nominee issue was once raised and taken seriously in 2008,” he said. “Land transactions by these companies were made impossible. But the law was enforced strictly for only six months. Afterwards, nominee firms were again allowed [to buy land]."

   Jugkarut was not only referring to the legal 51/49 Thai-foreign shareholding scheme (where foreigners are only allowed to purchase 49% of condos in a development), he also pointed to land owned by Thais in name only. He said that in many of these firms, foreigners are the real investors.

   Jugkarut believes that more than half of the land in Pattaya is in foreign hands, saying that currently most foreign investors active in Pattaya's property market are Jewish people from the Middle East, the US and Europe. The Russians have also moved in recent years, while in the past foreign investors were mostly from Scandinavian countries, Germany and the UK. However, their interests have declined due to the 2008 financial crisis.

   As a result of foreign take-overs, Jugkarut said, the property market in Pattaya has become overpriced and over-invested. Land prices have soared, making available land suitable only for condominiums, which for the most part attract foreign buyers. 
   Paisan Bundityanond, managing director of the Rabbit Resort in Pattaya, confirmed that there is a trend towards nominee ownership, particularly in major resort destina-tions, as the laws against nominee ownership are not enforced. "Most landlords are capitalists who are usually politicians or who are involved in government agencies and politics," he said. "If these people seriously enforced the law, it would be a conflict of interest, as they would lose huge benefits [such as selling their property]."

   Like in Pattaya, tourism and property in Phuket are also closely intertwined. This year has seen a high-profile land scandal over Freedom Beach and announcements of a series of wide-ranging land title investigations by the Department of Special Investigation. And the media has exposed many stories over the looming revocation of title deeds and foreigners controlling a vast number of Phuket land parcels.   (
THAILAND: ADVOCATING FOR THE INDIGENOUS 
Thailand’s indigenous peoples lack legal rights and are exposed to all kinds of exploitation, including tourism. The following is edited from a Bangkok Post editorial that calls for proper protection of ethnic minorities [30.3.2012].

I

t is a sad paradox. Unity in diver-sity, caring, sharing, inclusive and equitable development - these are the governing principles of the Asso-ciation of Southeast Asian Nations (Asean). Yet, the indigenous peoples in the regional grouping are - as a rule - oppressed, marginalized and subjected to various forms of vio-lence.

     As the Asean Economic Communi ty (AEC) will become effective in three years' time to facilitate the free flow of trade, investment and work force, indigenous peoples are fearful their situation will get even worse. These fears have solid grounds. Right now, they are barely able to pro tect their ancestral land, ways of life, and sources of livelihood from discriminatory domestic policy and greedy local money barons. How can they fight against the influx of new, more powerful investors?
     This is why some 800 highlanders and sea people recently occupied the street in front of Government House in Bangkok. Don't only think about money when it comes to the AEC, they demanded. Think of how the weak and poor will be affected too. Think of policies and state mecha nisms to help empower indigenous peoples. And make them happen.

     Contrary to the national myth of ethnic homogeneity, Thailand is cul-turally pluralistic. The dominant ethnic Thais consist of many sub groups. Despite assimilating, the Chinese maintain their cultural heri-tage. The Muslims, the country's biggest ethnic minority group, uphold clear-cut cultural and religious differences.

   Thailand is also home to indige-nous sea people in the South and 30 hill tribes in the North, totalling more than 1.2 million people.
From the mountaintops to the seas, these indigenous peoples' livelihoods depend primarily on the natural environment. When nature is destroyed by mis-guided development policies and greedy investors and when they are evicted from their ancestral land, they lose not only their sources of lively-hoods, but also their culture, their identity and their pride.

About 400,000 of them are stateless, lacking all legal rights and subjected to all forms of exploitation. From the mountaintops to the seas, these indigenous peoples' livelihoods de-pend primarily on the natural environ-ment. When nature is destroyed by misguided development policies and greedy investors and when they are evicted from their ancestral land, they lose not only their sources of livelihoods, but also their culture, their identity and their pride.

     Fed up with exploitation, they want the government to keep envi-ronmentally destructive development projects from their land and their seas. They want to continue their way of life without harassment. They want to be able to educate their children in order to preserve their cultural roots and identity. And they want the government to keep its promises.

     Last year, the government passed two cabinet resolutions to preserve the culture of the Karen hill people and the Moken sea gypsies. Land security and the legal right to con-tinue traditional farming and fishing without fear of arrest by national park authorities are among the govern-ment's many promises that remain unfulfilled. 
   Hence they demand implementa-tion of cabinet resolutions to set up a national body with proper funding to ensure policy implementation and foster respect for indigenous peoples' rights. 
   Thailand prides itself on initiating the regional grouping. But if the government ignores indigenous peoples' grievances and allows the AEC's activities to erode indigenous cultures even more, Thailand risks being condemned, both for failing to respect cultural diversity and for rendering Asean's said goals for inclusive and equitable development as mere empty rhetoric.   (
VIETNAM: SAPA SETS 
AMBITIOUS TARGET 

[TTR: 11.4.12] - SAPA, a mountain resort village in the Far North of Vietnam, aims to welcome as many as 4 million visitors by 2030 with an average growth rate of 7.2% a year. According to the Voice of Vietnam, the target is part of the urban planning project for Sapa tourism, announced by the Lao Cai provincial People’s Committee.

   It says Sapa will not only be a national tourism and resort centre, but also an economic and cultural centre for cultural exchange among ethnic minority groups in the northern mountainous region that borders China.
   The provincial Culture, Sports and Tourism department director, Tran Huu Son, said: “It is important to help local residents understand and upgrade tourism services by providing English language training courses and edu-cating residents on how to maintain culture and traditions,” he said.

   The Sapa tourism complex and surrounding areas will include an urban centre with an estimated population of 13,000 people, a new urban area, a luxury resort, and Ham Rong mountain tourism site.
    Sapa is a small town nestling on the side of a mountain range at around 1,200 m. Essentially, a trading post for ethnic minority groups living in the area, it developed a substantial tourism trade over the last decade. Its main tourism appeal is the cool weather from November to April, trekking opportunities and the weekly gathering of hill tribes people dressed in traditional costume.

   The town is mainly deserted during the annual rainy season when trekking in the area is difficult and visibility low as the town is covered in cloud or mist. During winter, temperatures drop dramatically making Sapa a chilly destination, but there are spectacular views of the forested mountains. 
   Lao Cai provincial People’s Committee and experts from France’s Aquitaine region hope to upgrade Sapa into a renowned up-scale resort that can attain international standards. 
   Experts from Aquitaine are helping Lao Cai to complete a development plan for Sapa, including an architectural design and managerial regulations to prevent over-commercialization. The French experts, who first arrived in 2002, have completed designs for a tourism resort and museum, printed guide books and launched a website.  ( 
VIETNAM’S GOLF COURSE PROJECTS FACE GROWING CRITICISM 

[VNN: 4.4.12] - TWO senior officials from the Ministry of Planning and Investment (MPI) have recently made several media appearances, trying to defend golf courses blamed for encroaching on rice fields and creating social and environment problems.

   In an online dialogue on 16 March, Minister Bui Quang Vinh said golf courses themselves were not guilty of encroaching upon rice fields, forest areas and preventive forests. Vinh said people had their reasons to protest the development of golf courses. However, the government has made a decision to stop the development of the "problematic" golf courses.

   "Golf courses will be only allowed to develop on sandy or fallow land, barren hills and in places that have really great potentials to develop tourism," said Vinh.

  "Golf courses are blamed for taking arable land, making farmers jobless, and threatening national food security... However, the current situation is something different," said Hoang Ngoc Phong, deputy head of the MPI's Institute for Development Strategies.

   Phong said in the master plan for development of golf courses by 2020, Viet Nam would have 90 golf courses located in 34 cities and provinces, each covering an average of 71 ha, mainly on infertile land.

   According to MPI's figures, the total land area reserved for the 90 golf courses reaches 6,300ha, including 2 per cent of rice fields. No land that grows two-crops of rice a year has been set aside for golf courses, it claims.

   In another online dialogue with the public on 22 March, the Minister of Agriculture and Rural Development, Cao Duc Phat, affirmed that land for agricultural production had been lost to projects like golf courses and industrial parks. "Bad programming is to blame," said Vinh. The problem is that the golf course developers have attempted to use the land area allocated for the golf course projects for doing real estate business. As such, the idea of developing a new kind of sports to satisfy the demand of tourists and foreign investors has been exploited for real estate business.

   Vinh added that in the time to come, relevant agencies would not only check the licensed golf courses, but also take tough measures against golf course projects that had been converted to real estate projects. He believed that with the new strict regulations, golf course projects would be ’cleaner’ and ’vindicated’.

   What all this means is still not very clear, because provincial authorities have been sending repeated requests to the government for setting up more golf courses in their localities. According to the MPI, documents on 28 golf course projects have been sent to the ministry.

   "There can be no common answer to all suggested golf course projects. The Government will consider every project before making a decision, while the MPI will take responsibility for examining the projects' feasibility," said Vinh. He insisted," If [golf courses] are set up in the right positions, they would be able to bring many benefits to people, because they can help attract tourists, create jobs and upgrade the living standards of people."

   Unfortunately, the recent discussions failed to address most important social and environmental problems caused by golf courses, including the loss of biodiversity, the use of fertilizers and pesticides, and the conta-mination of groundwater resources, in any detail.   (
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