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MEKONG CONFERENCE ON ‘PRO-POOR’ TOURISM
[TDN: 7.12.12; ADB: 12.12.12] - A CONFERENCE, organi-zed by the Tourism Working Group of the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) and financed by the Asian Development Bank (ADB), was recently held in Ninh Binh in northern Vietnam to exchange knowledge and learn lessons from ’pro-poor’ tourism policies in the region. 
   The conference was attended by over 70 delegates from the six GMS countries (Burma, Cambodia, China, Laos, Thailand and Vietnam) as well as representatives of various institutions and NGOs. The meeting was chaired by Ms Hoang Thi Diep, Vice Chairperson of the Vietnam National Administration of Tourism (VNAT). Among parti-cipants were Steven Schipani, Social Sector Specialist of the ADB’s Southeast Asia Department; Mr Tith Chantha, Director General of Tourism at the Cambodian Ministry of Tourism; Martin Craigs, CEO of the Pacific Asia Travel Association (PATA); and Mason Florence, Director of the MTCO.

   “GMS countries have done great to attract more international visitors, but tourism tends to concentrate to a few destinations,“ said Steven Schipani in his opening speech. “We now need to do better by integrating more secondary destinations in tourism strategies. It will then help to spread tourism benefits to a larger population and further reduce inequalities.” 

   It is estimated that the six GMS countries received some 45 million international visitors in 2012, compared to 32 million in 2010 and 38 million last year.
   ADB and the MCTO recently unveiled new multi-country thematic routes, identifying six itineraries along the six GMS member countries. ADB is now working for 2013 on its new ’Next Generation Tourism for the GMS’. Schipani said: “We are looking at increasing our financial support with additional funds.”    

   According to Schipani, examples of successful poverty reduction programmes through tourism abound in the GMS, especially through socalled Community-Based Tourism initiatives (CBT). Many of these CBT program-mes have been initiated in Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam, and more are now planned in Burma that is set to develop tourism as a national priority sector.
   As usual, a discussion on the negative impacts of tourism on the poor and other vulnerable groups of society did not take place at the conference. 
   More details about the ADB’s next generation development activities for the GMS will be revealed to the public in early 2013.   ( 
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BURMA TOURISM FACING AN ARRAY OF CHALLENGES

The following is edited from the Executive Summary of a new report, entitled ‘Responsible Tourism in Myanmar: Current situation and challenges’, authored by Ko Ko Thett and published by the Burma Centre Prague.
W

ithout legislation, touristi-fication of Burma has already begun. The coun-try’s tourism infrastructure was strained by half a million arrivals in the first half of 2012, compared to nearly 400,000 in 2011. In Septem-ber 2012, the Burmese Ministry of Hotels and Tourism signed the Cam-bodia, Laos, Myanmar [Burma] and Vietnam Tourism Cooperation (CLMV), which aims to welcome 25 million visitors to the region, with four million ‘exchange visitors’ in each country, over the period of 2013-2015. The CLMV contradicts the responsible tourism policy committed by the Ministry in the same month and ignores the ‘value over volume’ advice given to the Ministry by the UNWTO. Since the ruling Union Solidarity and Development Party (USDP) is widely expected to be voted out in the 2015 elections, Burma’s membership of the CLMV is also seen as the former generals’ attempt to ‘make hay while the sun shines’.

     In the 1990s, the Burmese military junta that succeeded the quasi-socialist regime set tourism high on their development agenda, however this agenda was shunned by the international community due to evi-dence of human rights violations involved in tourism infrastructure projects until 2011. Mass tourism development in Burma is therefore in its infancy, facing an array of challen-ges, particularly in light of respon-sible tourism commitments.

     For Professor Harold Goodwin, responsible tourism policy is about ‘making places better to live and better to visit.’ It is about ‘taking responsibility for achieving sustai-nable development through tourism (…) it is about identifying economic, social and environmental issues which matter locally and tackling them.’ It is understood that respon-sible tourism benefits the local communities in the countries which have reached a certain standard of human rights governance. Given Burma’s structural corruption, crony capitalism, widespread poverty, ongoing human rights issues, com-munal violence and civil war, it is doubtful if responsible tourism will deliver its noble promises, sustai-nable development and social justice, even if it is set to become a driver for economic growth for Burma in the coming decades.
As the government has opened the sluice to mass tourism, 
crony businesses are competing with foreign companies in 

tourism investment.
From toll roads, roadside petrol stations and telecommunication com-panies to hotels and resorts, crony businesses now dominate every sec-tor of economic life in Burma. As the government has opened the sluice to mass tourism, crony businesses are competing with foreign companies in tourism investment. Given their inte-rest in tourism infrastructure, it is likely that Burma’s tourism industry will be dominated by crony busi-nesses and foreign investors in the near future. Meanwhile, independent travellers and adventurers will still find their travels in Burma restricted due to the country’s security pro-blems.

      Responsible tourism in any place is welcome. However, Burma’s current Responsible Tourism Policy (RTP) may undermine the ultimate goal of responsible tourism and sustainable development, if it con-tinues to favour the current economic dynamic dominated by crony capita-lism at the expense of political, eco-logical and cultural sustainability. It is doomed to fail from the start if the related Ministries continue to use responsible tourism as a cash cow to attract investment and tourists into the country. The efficacy of the MRTP can be determined only when each of its ‘action points’ is set in a time frame for effective implemen-tation and evaluation by the Burma Tourism Master Plan [which is pre-sently being prepared under the auspices of the Asian Development Bank, see story below].

     The current RTP presents no recommendation or makes no com-mitment on the manageable volume of tourists in light of Burma’s tourism infrastructure development over the next few years. It is not country-specific, it is generic and can be applied to any country developing a tourist sector. Despite ten workshops held at major tourist enclaves, the policy cannot be classified as loca-tion-specific and inclusionary to a bottom-up process. The development of tourism as a national priority sector has yet to be legislated. No time-frame is set to implement 58 action points, the priorities of each one favour the state and businesses, not the wellbeing of destination level communities.

     There is an urgent need for a critical debate on mass tourism in Burma, particularly the viability and frailty of the MRTP that is soon to be framed by the Myanmar Tourism Master Plan. It remains to be seen how Burma will be reshaped by mass tourism as a force of globalization in the near future, and how the state of Burma will responsibly respond to the challenges brought about by mass tourism.   (
BURMA: TOURISM MASTER PLAN 
IN THE PIPELINE

[MT: 22.10.12; TDN: 13.11.12] - Norway has given US$225,000 to help the Burmese government draw up a tourism master plan, and the grant will be administered by the Asian Development Bank (ADB). 
   “ADB will assist the international tourism experts to draw the Tourism Master Plan (TMP). The team was also selected by ADB,” said Daw Kyi Kyi Aye, a consultant to the working team. The grant will pay for a sector assess-ment to examine Myanmar’s tourist assets and liabilities, visitor traffic, infrastructure and human resource needs, existing laws and policies, and the role of private sector organizations, the ADB said in an online newsletter dated 12 October.

   The TMP that is supposed to bring about environmen-tally and socially sustainable development of the sector, is being developed by a team from Bangkok’s Thammasat University’s Centre of Innovation in cooperation with the Burmese Ministry of Hotels and Tourism and the ADB. Team leader Paul Rogers announced that the draft tourism master plan would be available on 13 January 2013, and it would be finalized by the end of March.
   To gather information, the team held consultations in Nay Pyi Taw, Inle Lake, Tachileik, Kengtung, Kawthoung, Yangon and Kyaikhtiyo.
   “Myanmar [Burma] is undergoing a period of dramatic change, and skyrocketing tourist arrivals are already putting existing tourism infrastructure under enormous strain,” said Putu Kamayana, the head of the ADB Extended Mission in Burma. Plans to enhance connec-tivity to major markets, improve the investment climate, expand air and hotel services, and introduce visas-on-arrival and electronic visas for tourists indicate an even faster rate of growth is likely in the industry in coming years, he added

   “To ensure benefits are sustainable and extend to more people, the country needs a comprehensive plan that respects culture and the environment,” said Kamayana.

   Burma’s Minister for Hotels and Tourism U Htay Aung stressed the need to manage tourism responsibly and to avoid “killing the golden goose”. “We are very conscious of the challenges of long-term sustainable tourism development,” he said.
   The team of Bangkok’s Thammasat University compri-ses six tourism experts with different fields of expertise: Paul Rogers, tourism planner; Daw Kyi Kyi Aye, national tourism specialist; Walter Jamieson, human resource development; Pawinee Sunalai, cultural heritage manage-ment; Nicole Hausler, social environmental safeguards; and John Koldowski, marketing and promotion.   (
CAMBODIA: AXE FALLS ON 
ANGKOR TREES

[TTR-W: 13.12.12] – CAMBODIA’S deputy prime minister and the National Commission for UNESCO chairman, Sok An, recently warned that deforestation around the World Heritage Site Angkor Wat would degrade the views and scenic beauty of the temple surroundings. Commer-cial enterprises, real estate developers and village communities cut the forest around the historical complex which is not fully protected by law.

    “Phnom Kulen [name of the forest] is endangered now and the entire plateau surrounding Angkor Wat needs urgent protection,” said Sok An. He then called for a halt to all forest clearing, which he said “destroys the view of our national park.” He also called on Siem Reap’s provin-cial governor, Sou Phirin, to co-operate with the APSARA Authority (the governmental agency responsible for Angkor) and UNESCO to protect the national park.
   Council of Ministers spokesman Phay Siphan said that the Phnom Kulen issue was on the government’s radar. Deforestation and illegal construction had caused flooding and groundwater fluctuations, which are thought to be causing some temples to sink, which in turn causes structural damage. “We are still discussing how to deal with surface water, and we have to make sure that there is no flooding in the temples and Siem Reap city,” said Phay Siphan.
   In September this year, the Italian government donated US$200,000 to repair an embankment and stairway in the temple’s moat that were damaged by floods.

   Angkor marks its 20th year as a UNESCO listed World Heritage Site this year, but, due to national mourning for ’King Father Norodom Sihanouk’, who played a key role in gaining Angkor Wat’s inclusion on the list in 1992, anniversary celebrations will be postponed until the World Heritage Committee meeting in June 2013.

   From January to August 2012, there were 1.36 million international tourists who visited the temple - a substantial increase of 31% compared to 1.04 million during the same period last year. The top five countries supplying visitors to Cambodia’s largest cultural site were South Korea, Vietnam, China, Japan and Thailand. The Angkor archaeological park is Cambodia’s outstanding cultural tourism destination located 315 km from the capital Phnom Penh.   (
INDONESIA: BALI’S TOURIST
NUMBERS MUST BE LIMITED 

[JP: 24.11.12] - BALI must put a cap on the number of tourists allowed to visit the island, a former minister of tourism has stated. “The island has limited natural resour-ces, limited water resources, limited energy, which all translate into a limited carrying capacity, that’s why the island must enforce a limit on the number of tourists visiting the island,” said I Gede Ardika.
   Ardika, who is now a member of the World Committee on Tourism Ethics at the UNWTO, echoed the warnings issued in the late 1990s by many of the island’s critical thinkers. Bali’s lucrative tourism sector was experiencing its golden era at that time and public officials publicly dreamed of luring millions more foreign visitors. 
  Those thinkers stated that the mass tourism approach would suck the island’s natural resources dry and the social and environmental costs such approach would inflict on the island and its people would dwarf the economic prosperity brought by tourism. The perspective was not popular at that time. It is still not popular today. 
   The island now has around 60,000 hotel rooms and more than 10,000 rooms will be added by 2014. An increasing number of regencies are now considering tourism as the most viable method to boost income. In this climate, speaking about putting a cap on the number of tourists allowed to enter the island is tantamount to blasphemy.
   It did not stop Ardika from pointing out that the local administration should protect the interests of the Balinese people. He warned that mass tourism would be likely to crush those interests. “The Balinese are facing water shortages,“ he said. “If the island is swamped by tens of millions of visitors then what will happen to subak [traditional farming and irrigation]? The Balinese may end up buying bottled water for drinking and cooking.”
   Ardika also pointed to the decreasing number of forested areas and the increasing rate of land conversion that sees hundreds of hectares of paddy field being transformed into housing and villas on an annual basis. The island, he stressed, was showing every imaginable sign of strained natural resources. “The tourists visit this island not because it has luxurious facilities,” Ardika explained. They come because the island offer a magni-ficent natural landscape and rich cultural heritage. Mass tourism threatens these two critical assets, he said.

   “A survey carried out by SCETO concludes that given its carrying capacity as a small island, Bali can only accommodate up to 4 million visitors per year. The presence of 4 million visitors would not marginalize the locals or pose a threat to their needs and interests,” he said, referring to the French tourism consultancy firm hired in the 1970s to devise a development plan for the island’s tourism. The island was visited by around 2.7 million foreign tourists and 5.67 million domestic tourists last year, much higher than the SCETO recommendation and more than double the total population of the island, which in 2012 is almost 4 million.
   “Unfortunately, the local development policies, such as the airport’s expansion and the toll-road construction, are still being designed to bring in as many tourists as possible. It is still about the numbers.”   (
GREEN PROTESTS THE ORDER OF 
THE DAY IN BALI

[BD: 21.12.12; 27.10.12] - ENVIRONMENTAL activists, united under the banner of Bali’s Friends of the Earth (WALHI), are still trying to stop the private development of the publicly owned South Bali Mangrove Forest Tahura. In what has proven to be a highly controversial move, Bali’s governor granted a 55-year license to a private firm (PT TRB) to develop tourism within the Tahura. That decision provoked street protests by WALHI and a letter threatening legal action (Somasi) sent to the governor if he did not withdraw the licenses he granted to PT TRB.
   WALHI insisted that plans to build tourist accommo-dation at Tahura violates the provinces moratorium on new accommodation development in Bali and threaten the remaining 22% of forested land in Bali, a figure that falls fare below desired minimum of 30%. WALHI also said they cannot understand the Governor’s reluctance to withdraw the permits, especially given protests from the traditional communities surrounding the Tahura site who oppose the presence of an outside investor and a recommendation against the license by the Bali House of Representatives (DPRD-Bali).
   The Governor’s office is yet to formally respond to WALHI’s Somasi.
   WALHI indicated it may also take legal action against the Governor in connection with the ongoing construction of the Benoa to Nusa Dua toll way that environmentalists claim violates the project's environmental impact study and is destroying Bali’s mangrove forest.
   Earlier, the environmentalists had adopted a somewhat different approach in their series of demonstrations staged to call on Bali’s governor to stop the controversial projects. On 23 October, a group of protestors wearing masks resembling governor Made Pangku Pastika danced in “Gangnam Style” – an erratic dance style currently sweeping the globe and made popular by the South Korean rapper Psy. Prompting the unique form of protest were comments made earlier by the Governor suggesting those protesting various projects on environmental groups were “di-Gangnam Style-kan” or, in other words, acting as the paid pawns of others hiding out of sight. WALHI chairman Gendo Suardana commented: “We are dancing Gangnam Style as a protest because governor Made Pastika said we were ‘di-Gangnam Style-kan’ by certain parties. Please show who actually is manipulating us!” (
LAOS EMBRACES FOREIGN 
TOURISM INVESTORS

[TDM: 3.12.12] - THE Lao government has relaxed investment regulations in the country in anticipation of the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) in 2015, creating very favorable conditions for foreign tourism companies. The new open door investment policy allows foreign parties to control a 100% stake in three, four, and five-star hotels, and a 70% stake in travel companies. 
   The new rules on investment are designed to encou-rage cooperation with foreign businesses and to stimulate the development of tourism and 10 other priority industries.

   Sounh Manivong, Director-General of the Tourism Development Department of the Laotian Ministry of Information, Culture and Tourism recently met up with members of the Association of Thai Travel Agents (ATTA) and outlined tourism prospects and business opportunities in light of the AEC opening.

   “The strong point for investing in Laos is that the country is safe and has political stability. It is also rich in natural resources, and its labour cost is still low, with a minimum wage of LAK50,000 (US$6) a day,” he told travel agents. To support business activities, the Lao government is working to enhance connectivity with neighbouring coun-tries through focused infrastructure development, and also plans to promote natural, cultural and eco-tourism, which is a strong proposition to foreign visitors, he added.
   Tourism currently contributes to approximately 9% of Lao GDP and is regarded as a key driver for economic growth    and poverty reduction. The small country at the centre of the Mekong region received 2.4 million visitors in the first nine months of 2012. The year total is expected to hit 2.9 million and grow to five million by 2020.

   Growing arrivals and rising expenditure make tourism in Laos an attractive investment opportunity, especially among well-established tourism businesses in Thailand which provided 1.5 million tourists in 2011 - more than half of the total arrivals.   ( 

LAOS TREATENED BY INCREASING
TRANSNATIONAL CRIME
[UN-IS: 5.12.12] – THE Lao government celebrated 2012 as Visit Laos Year, in the hope to boost the number of foreign visitors and to encourage the private sector to invest in and improve tourism-related businesses. But with the doors now wide open, Laos has become extremely vulnerable to the trafficking of people, illicit drugs and commodities by organized crime groups. 
   “While economic growth and regional integration bring many positives such as the increased mobility of goods, services, people and money, they also provide opportu-nities for transnational organized crime to expand, threaten human security and challenge the rule of law,” the Executive Director of the UN Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), Yury Fedotov, recently said during a visit to Laos. 

   Fedotov stressed that in spite of its economic reforms, economic growth and efforts to combat corruption, Laos is at risk of trafficking because of its shared borders with Burma, Cambodia, China, Thailand and Vietnam. 

“Transnational organized criminal syndicates traffic in illicit drugs, children, women and men, counterfeit products and fake medicines. But they also play a role in illicit resource extraction including protected natural resources, timber, fish and other wildlife. These syndi-cates represent a threat to public health and to society’s well-being,” he added. 

   During his visit, Fedotov met with senior officials, including Prime Minister Thongsing Thammavong, and reiterated UNODC’s support for Government efforts to reduce illicit opium poppy cultivation, to increase food security, to develop sustainable livelihoods in former opium-growing areas, and to fight organized crime, corruption, terrorism, and the trafficking of people and sexual exploitation of minors. 

   He also visited a centre housing women and children who had been victimized by human trafficking, domestic violence and sexual exploitation, and commended police and prosecutors for focusing on victims and their human rights.  “We need more such shelters at a time when many of those in society are being victimized in this way,” he said. 

   Fedotov also urged support for Project Childhood, an initiative to combat the sexual exploitation of children – mainly in the travel and tourism sectors – within the Greater Mekong subregion. The project is currently active in Laos, Cambodia, Thailand and Vietnam. UNODC is involved in the project, which focuses on prevention and protection, by strengthening law enforcement capacity to identify, arrest and prosecute travelling child sex offenders.   ( 

PHILIPPINES BILLIONAIRE PLANS
US$1.5 BILLION HOTEL INVESTMENT 
[B-N: 27.11.12] - PHILIPPINE billionaire Andrew Tan plans to spend US$1.5 billion to triple his Alliance (AGI) Global Group Inc.’s hotel rooms and become the nation’s largest hotel owner as the country is trying to lure more tourists. 

   The investments will be made in the next five to seven years as Manila-based Alliance’s units target to have more than 5,000 hotel rooms as early as 2017, President Kingson Sian said. The group is also developing tourism-related projects including two casino resorts, he said, adding that Alliance now has five hotels with 1,570 rooms. 

   In a recent interview in Manila, Sian said: “Tourism is just picking up and it’s not inconceivable that we will more than double our hotel rooms and become the country’s largest hotel operator in terms of rooms in five to seven years. We will certainly be among the biggest, if not the largest.” 

   Alliance joins developers including Ayala Land Inc. (ALI) in building hotels and resorts as the government up-grades airports and roads in a bid to bring in more tourists and boost economic growth. The Philippine government predicts tourist arrivals to rise to 10 million by 2016, from a 4.5 million target this year. 

    Arrivals are expected to climb as Alliance and three other groups, including Hong Kong-based Melco Crown Entertainment Ltd. (6883) and Japanese billionaire Kazuo Okada, are scheduled to open four casino resort hubs in Manila in the next four years, as the government pushes to attract gambling revenues from regional gaming centers, including Singapore and Macau. 

   Tan and his partners will spend US$1.2 billion for the 30-ha Resorts World Bayshore, Alliance’s second Manila casino venture with Genting Hong Kong Ltd. (GENHK), Sian said. A separate US$350 million will be spent to expand and build more hotels in Resorts World Manila, Alliance and Genting’s first casino venture that opened three years ago and where US$650 million has already been invested, he said. 

   Marriott International Inc. (MAR) will build another 200 rooms in the next two to three years and expand its 342-room hotel in the 25-ha Resorts World Manila, while Starwood Hotels & Resorts Worldwide Inc. (HOT) will open a 350 to 400-room Sheraton hotel in the complex, Sian said. Two condominium hotels, which are owned by investors and rented out to travelers, with a combined 1,090 rooms will also be constructed, he said. 

   The US$1.5 billion investment estimate does not include the budget of Global-Estate Resorts Inc., a unit of Alliance that builds tourism estates outside of Manila, Sian said. Global-Estate along with Alliance’s other units plan to spend US$489 million for hotel and resort projects in Boracay and Tagaytay, two of the country’s popular tourist destinations, according to Alliance’s website.   (
PHILIPPINES: PEACE AGREEMENT
PAVES THE WAY FOR TOURISM

[IPS: 21.11.12] - INTERNATIONAL travelers may soon get to enjoy the scenic spots and rich cultural heritage of Mindanao, the Philippines’ southernmost island group, without the threat of being caught in the crossfire of the region’s conflict.

   A four-decade-long Muslim insurgency, which has killed and wounded an estimated 120,000 people and stifled the development of a large part of Mindanao, may be soon coming to an end. The recent landmark peace agreement, formally signed on 15th October between the Philippine government and the Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF), is expected to finally end strife in the predominantly Muslim provinces of Mindanao and open the impove-rished region to tourism.

   Since the Moro rebellion broke out in the 1970s – fuelled by a lack of national representation and decades of economic neglect of the majority Muslim region – some areas of Mindanao have been off-limits to visitors because of the “high threat from terrorism” and ongoing clashes between the military and insurgent groups.

   Nassreena Sampaco-Baddiri, regional secretary of the Department of Tourism in the Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao (ARMM), said the area, home to a population of over 3.2 million people, is blessed with white sand beaches, serene waterfalls and majestic lakes. During a multi-sector forum on tourism, Baddiri presented her vision for ’sustainable community-based tourism’. 

   She was optimistic that the signing of the Framework Agreement on the Bangsamoro will have “a huge impact on tourism development in Muslim Mindanao”. The pact calls for the MILF, the country’s largest secessionist group, to abandon its pursuit of a separate Muslim state in favour of greater self-governance. It aims to create a new autonomous political entity called the Bangsamoro to replace the Autonomous Region of Muslim Mindanao (ARMM) set up in 1989.

   Travelers who have visited the island provinces of Basilan, Sulu and Tawi-Tawi said that many of the attractive destinations here have remained largely off the tourist radar.

   Tourism stakeholders from the five provinces of ARMM met last September to discuss a tourism road map in the hopes that peace will spur investment in various indu-stries such as transportation, hotels and restaurants.

   Baddiri said that local communities have been identified as primary stakeholders in any development project that might take place. “What is unique to the region are the rich traditional and indigenous performing, visual and culinary arts based on the Maranao, Maguindanao, Iranun, Yakan, Tausug, Sama cultures among others,” she said.

   However, Benedict Bacani, executive director of the Institute for Autonomy and Governance (IAG), warns that the Framework will “not by itself bring in social and economic development and tourism in the region”. He added: “The Framework is just the first stage in a series of steps to stabilize security and build the environment conducive to investment and tourism.”   ( 
PHILIPPINES: PUSH FOR EXPANDED
ANTI-HUMAN TRAFFICKING LAW 

[PDI: 23.12.12] – THE chair of the Senate subcommittee looking into human trafficking, Sen. Loren Legarda, has called on President Benigno Aquino III to sign immediately the Expanded Anti-Trafficking in Persons Act amid reports of human traffickers preying on women and children in the typhoon-stricken areas of Compostela Valley and Davao Oriental. Legarda expressed "extreme alarm" over reports of human traffickers in Mindanao's devastated communities in the aftermath of Typhoon "Pablo."

   "We have seen the need to strengthen the existing law, and we have acted swiftly on it. But human trafficking, and the related problems of the illegal sex trade, forced labour and other forms of slavery, is a complex web. Battling it requires concerted effort from all sectors of society," she said in a statement issued on Friday. "Remember that traffickers target the most vulnerable sectors of society, and this is the injustice that we must act against. Those responsible must be caught and subjected to our criminal laws. Furthermore, we also look forward to the immediate enactment of the Expanded Anti-Trafficking in Persons Act."

   The bill passed by Congress is a strengthened version of the Anti-Trafficking Law. It covers attempted trafficking and has accessory or accomplice liability, thereby covering more related acts and individuals. It is awaiting signature by the President.
   Trafficking in persons include recruitment in the guise of domestic or overseas employment for sexual exploitation, forced labour or involuntary debt bondage, recruiting any Filipino woman to marry a foreigner, sex tourism, recruit-ment for organ removal and recruitment of a child to engage in armed activities abroad. The law also provides a list of acts that promote trafficking such as assisting in the exit of trafficked persons.

   Both houses of Congress in December ratified the bicameral conference committee report on the Expanded Anti-Trafficking Act.

      Legarda said the enactment of the measure would ensure added protection not just for trafficked victims, but also, to a reasonable extent, law enforcement officers and social workers "from harassment suits for lawful acts done in good faith during authorized rescue operations, investigation or prosecution of a case."

   She also pointed out that "disasters are linked inextricably to poverty and socioeconomic inequality“: "It is important to realise that the changing climate will have its worst effects on the poorest of the poor, and nowhere is this clearer than in these reports of human traffickers prowling Compostela Valley and Davao Oriental," said Legarda, who also is chair of the Senate committee on climate change. "Men, women and children from marginalized and devastated communities are at high risk, and we must do everything in our power to stop these illegal operations once and for all." 
   "We are now seeing the intersecting forces of natural hazards and human greed, and how they threaten those who are already marginalized. This is an issue of utmost importance," she added.   (
THAILAND: RESTRICTIONS SINKING
SEA PEOPLE

[BP: 11.11.12] - THAILAND’S indigenous sea people have been barred from approaching and accessing the shallow waters around many islands in the Andaman. Starting more than 20 years ago, these islands have been declared part of various national parks, and as a result,  the sea people have found it more and more difficult to make a living.

   Shallow waters are crucial to the survival of the sea people, being fruitful hunting grounds for their simple fishing methods. But since some areas, including Mu Koh Surin, have been declared marine national parks, much of these shallow waters have been designated as protected areas. According to the Community Network for Political and Social Reform,  which encompasses ethnic groups nationwide, there are 41 sea people communities on the Andaman's shores with an estimated population of 17,400, and they are suffering under the conservation regulations, especially those of the National Parks, Wildlife and Plant Conservation Department.

    “The sea looks borderless, but there is no longer free-dom for us to roam freely,'' said Nui, a member of the indigenous people. Nui still remembers when the sea was truly borderless for his people. With his father and family, Nui sailed north to Koh Payam in Ranong, and south as far as Lang Kawi in Malaysia, with no concern about where they would sleep  - every beach and island was the sea people's home, he said.

   Then he heard that sea people were chased off from Koh Surin, Koh Similan and other places. And there have been more restrictions since the arrival of large numbers of tourists. Clashes between sea people who try to sneak into shallow waters and officials who try to keep the beaches for tourists are occurring more frequently.

   Some sea people have tried to survive by finding jobs, but few have been successfull. For Nui, the indigenous people appear doomed. “Sea people spend all their lives with the sea, so where else can they live?'' he said. “I think life will become more and more difficult for sea people because we are being forced from the sea.''

   Since tourism has boomed in the Andaman, it is not only shallow waters and beaches that have been seized to serve tourists, but plots of land on which sea people have lived for generations have also been taken away. Sea people used to live aboard their boats before they landed on unsettled islands. But over time, these plots of land have been claimed by either government agencies or private entities. According to the Community Network for Political and Social Reform, 28 out of 41 sea people communities face the threat of having their land seized, and it is almost impossible for them to stop it because those doing the land grabbing hold land right documents.

   At Rawai beach, at least 10 sea people families are being sued by private land owners.

   Off Rawai beach are Koh Bon and Koh He, where resorts have sprung up, much to the shock of the sea people. ``How can they build such resorts on the islands where we used to live and fish?'' asked Nui. But land grabs are not confined to the sea people's residential areas. Several spiritual areas, including cemeteries, have been the subject of land grab attempts too.

   Maitree Jongkraijak, a leading member of the Commu-nity Network for Political and Social Reform, said the problems of the sea people have grown over time and first received widespread public attention following the 2004 tsunami, which destroyed their homes and saw their ancestral land subject to land grabs. The sea people's problems reflect their different concept of land rights, and officials and regulations do not take that difference into account. The situation is exacerbated by prejudice against the sea people, he said.   (
THAILAND: DON’T LEGITIMIZE LAND GRABS IN NATIONAL PARKS!

The following is edited from an editorial in the Bangkok Post [28.12.12]

F

or the owners of luxury holiday resorts in national parks, 2012 has been a nightmare. But now they can have a deep sigh of relief and look forward to 2013 as a year in which they can return to business as usual.

       Although their properties en-croach on forest land, they no longer have to fear arrest and watch their properties destroyed as happened when the controversial Damrong Pidech was top boss at the National Parks, Wildlife and Plant Conserva-tion Department. His successor as national park chief, Manophat Hua-muangkaew, has made it clear that, under his leadership, the crackdowns will stop. He also promised to adopt a less "aggressive" approach, and to consider allowing the resort opera-tors to rent forest land so they can continue their business.

       There's no question that Mr Manophat's policy comes from the government. He said it had asked him to strike a balance between natural resources management and economic and social development. To do so, one of the options includes renting out forest land to resort ope-rators. The goal, he said, is to do what will "benefit the country". It's clear he was talking about tourism cash to energize the local economy.

       Mr Manophat's plan is certainly music to resort operators' ears. For the landless poor, however, this is just more evidence of blatant policy injustice. How can they think other-wise? When the rich who encroach on forest land have a chance to legi-timize their properties, the landless' demands for the opportunity to rent degraded forests for farming have been consistently turned down.

       As a result, countless forest com-munities nationwide have been sub-jected to violent forced evictions even though many of them have been living in these areas for generations. Often, their lands were rented out at a very cheap rate to tree plantation investors. Many of these investors - through collusion with corrupt land and forest officials - can eventually turn rented land into their own legal properties while villagers stand by and watch helplessly.

       The landless farmers' bitterness is further fuelled by the fact that their proposals to restore forest ecology in exchange for the right to rent forest land are brushed aside when oil palm and resort investors are embraced by forest authorities without being requi-red to do anything to rehabilitate degraded forests. In Krabi province, the anger of the landless recently became explosive. When their forest rental proposal was refused yet again, they occupied oil palm planta-tions where forest concessions had already expired. The authorities re-sponded with a crackdown. 
     Similar land rights conflicts are brewing across the country. To pre-vent them from blowing up, the government must overhaul not only forest and land use laws and regula-tions, but also the taxation system to bring about more equitable land ownership distribution. One imme-diate measure, however, is that the government must ensure the forest rental policy does not discriminate against the poor. For a government which came to power on the back of an election promise to bridge dispari-ty and social injustice, anything less is unacceptable.   (
VIETNAM: CORRUPTION MAY CLAIM
BEAR SANCTUARY
[AS: 18.12.12] - SOMETIME in the next weeks, one of Vietnam's deputy prime ministers is expected to convene a top-level meeting to consider whether to revoke an Animals Asia's lease on the bear sanctuary that the Hong Kong-based NGO has established in foothill country 50 kms north of Hanoi.
   The threatened expropriation of the 11-ha site, which nestles within Tam Dao National Park, has attracted interest within Vietnam and has angered animal welfare campaigners worldwide. Nonetheless, Animals Asia’s director in Vietnam, Tuan Bendixsen, estimates the chances are 50:50 that the Vietnamese government’s decision will go against the NGO. 
   Animals Asia's plight looks like just another land grab story, this time directed at wealthy bear-loving foreigners instead of poor farmers or the urban lumpenproletariat. The pattern is familiar: someone with money or influence or both identifies a piece of land he would like to use and persuades local officials to "take back" the property for the sake of "economic development." 
   The development project in view to supplant the bear sanctuary seems to be a sort of ecological theme park and resort, according to documents obtained by Animals Asia. And there is evidently a heavyweight who is promoting it. What is hard to comprehend is why senior officials of the government, apparently including senior representatives of the Ministries of Defense and Agriculture & Rural Development, would collude in a scheme that garners Vietnam the worst sort of publicity and prompts protests by, at last count, 11 Western embassies.
   The majority shareholder of Truong Giang Tam Dao (TGTD), the company that wants to establish an "ecology park" for tourists in the valley upstream of the bear sanctuary, has turned out to be a former head of the Economic Department of the Prime Minister’s Office, one Nguyen Tuan Phu, also known (in his TGTD incarnation) as Nguyen Huu Phu. Phu was in fact one of the people responsible for the issuance of the regulation permitting the national parks to lease land for for-profit tourism development. Within months, now retired, he moved to turn the new regulation to his advantage. 
   If the pending top-level decision should go against Animals Asia, it would be partly a victim of circumstances. These days, said veteran Vietnam-watcher Carlyle Thayer, Vietnam's "internal party ructions have trumped everything. They are so paranoid about criticism they don't care about what foreigners think." By this reasoning, it doesn't matter that Animals Asia has garnered nearly 60,000 signatures on a petition to the PM, mobilized celebrities and a dozen ambassadors, and lit a bonfire on Facebook. The people who will decide the fate of the bear sanctuary do not care.   ( 

HA LONG CLEAN-UP INVOLVES CON-
TROVERSIAL RESETTLEMENT PLAN

[TG: 14.11.12] - EACH day, thousands of tourists visit Ha Long Bay, a UNESCO World Heritage Site. But in Cua Van, 30 kms away from the mainland, the village's 600 residents gain few benefits from tourism. Nguyen Thi Que, 43, said she earns about 1 million dong (US$48) a month to row small groups of tourists from the main boats around the village.

   "It's extra money to save for food for my children, just to help my husband," she said. "It's not enough to live."

   Instead residents survive by aquaculture – raising fish and shellfish. However, many say sewage and other household waste dumped into the water is killing their livelihood. 
   In response to the pollution, the local government has devised a plan to move the people living here inland, "to protect the environment of Ha Long Bay," according to deputy head of the Ha Long Bay Management Board Do Duc Thang. "If we do not take action, pressure to Ha Long's environment will become bigger, causing bad effects."

   Plans to relocate the village have been on the agenda for a number of years already. "We will not move all of the villagers out," said Thang. "We will turn the village into a tourist place where the environmental issue is guaranteed."

   But moving people away does not solve all the problems. Nguyen Kim Anh, project coordinator in Viet-nam for the United Nations Development Programme, said more needs to be done to help the residents of Cua Van and two other floating villages in the Bay, some of whom have lived in the area for many generations. "The heritage of Ha Long Bay is not just the landscape, it is also the people," she said. "The local authorities need to thoroughly consult with and seek agreement from the local communities on the resettlement issue and have a comprehensive community resettlement plan, especially for their sustainable livelihoods."

   Village chief Cho said some of the villagers want to move and others want to stay. But many agree that things can't continue the way they are. Que said: "If the waste stays here all the time, we will die. It will be impossible to live here."   (
SOURCES USED IN THIS ISSUE:

ADB=Asian Development Bank; AS=Asia Sentinel; 
B-N=Bloomberg News; BD=Bali Discovery; BP=Bangkok Post; Burma Centre Prague; IPS=Inter Press Service; JP=Jakarta Post; MT=Myanmar Times; PDI=Philippine Daily Inquirer; TDM=Travel Daily Media; TDN=Travel Daily News; TG=The Guardian (UK); TTR-W=Travel Trade Report-Weekly; UN-IS=United Nations Information Service
south east asia tourism monitor/

 t.i.m-team

 P.O. Box 51 Chorakhebua

 Bangkok 10230

 Thailand

 AIR MAIL
 PRINTED MATTER
