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ASIAN TOURISM PLAYERS DEMAND BETTER ’ECOTOURISM’ PRACTICES

[TTG-A: 25.1.13] - WHILE balancing economic develop-ment and environmental sustainability continues to be a challenge, tourism players should chart the way forward for ecotourism in Southeast Asia, a salient theme that was raised at the 2013 ASEAN Tourism Forum (ATF) held in Vientiane in January. 
   “We have to take care of the goose that lays the golden eggs,” said Victor Wee, chairman, Tourism Malaysia, on sustainability and ecotourism. 
   “Ecotourism is a two-way street – it requires the responsible, conscious and committed participation of all parties,” he added.
   “The key is to keep sustainability in mind when developing products,“ urged Umberto Cadamuro, director of business and operations, Pacto Indonesia. “We would recommend incentive groups to have their CSR activities in Southeast Asia. It is the responsibility of DMCs [destination management companies] to suggest this to their clients.”

   Anthony Wong, group managing director of Asian Overland Services Tours & Travel Malaysia and Frangi-pani Hotels & Resorts, said: “Hotels are the most polluting link in the tourism field. There are a lot of opportunities but it’s very frustrating as many hotel owners are just looking at dollars and cents. General managers are often appointed for two years or so, therefore it’s up to owners to set the vision and goals for their properties.”

   Community-based tourism can be tapped to improve the well-being of the local community while raking in tourist dollars, keynote speakers pointed out. For example, PATA Foundation has partnered Canada’s Capilano University to launch homestay programmes in Vietnam’s Sapa, according to chairman – board of trustees, Mario Hardy.

   Better policies and regulations should be drawn up, as ecotourism products are generally under-priced in the region, leading to high visitations and environ-mental degradation, said Victor Wee.   (
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CAMBODIA, THAILAND, VIETNAM
FLOAT SEA CHANNEL PLAN

[VIR: 30. 1.13] - A SEA route connecting the Mekong Delta province of Kien Giang in Vietnam with Cambodia’s Sihanoukville and Thailand’s Trat province will be intro-duced to shipping companies this year.

   Vietnamese and Thai authorities already agreed to open the sea route that will cover the following tourist sites: Ha Tien, Rach Gia and Phu Quoc in Vietnam, Sihanoukville in Cambodia, as well as Trat and Chanthaburi in Thai-land.

   Kien Giang’s provincial Department of Culture, Tourism and Sports director, Le Minh Hoang said: “It will help tourists cut travelling time between the three nations. It will take visitors about two and a half hours to go to Sihanoukville by boat from Phu Quoc in Vietnam and two more hours to go to Trat.”

   The sea route when functioning should attract inter-national visitors, particularly European travellers, the director said. Vietnam will also benefit from the route as many foreign visitors travelling to Thailand and Cambodia would also like to visit Phu Quoc Island that lies off-shore of Kien Giang province, he added.

   However, all the three countries lack suitable cruise ships to serve route. No time-frame was mentioned by officials suggesting this project has not been fully embraced by private sector shipping companies that have to be prepared to  make hefty investments in ships and service support.   (
BURMA’S NEW HOTEL ZONES

[EM: 28.1.13; TTR-W: 11.2.13; X-N: 19.10.12] – THE Burmese government has allocated land for foreign investors to build 100 hotels and for local investors to build 192 hotels at the new Tada-U Hotel Zone near Mandalay. Foreign-invested hotels will be built on 236.5ha, and hotels built by domestic investors will cover 410ha, officials told particpants of the Myanmar Industrial Zones and Real Estate Development Forum held in January.
   The hotels will be part of a massive industrial park and business district that will be built from scratch. Foreign investors will be encouraged to build factories to tap low labour costs. Mandalay is the nearest gateway city to Bagan famous for its ancient temples and chedis.
   The Tada-U Hotel Zone in Mandalay covers about 2,221ha and is expected to draw US$560 million in investment. It will be developed by Myanmar Tourism Development Co., Ltd., a company established by the federation. Shopping malls will be built on 24.6ha while 13ha have been set aside for a banking and financial services zone. The project also includes bus stations, train stations, harbours, golf courses, vocational training schools, a night market, handicraft village, entertainment zone, and sewage treatment factory.
  Other new hotel zones in Burma are being developed in Nay Pyi Taw, Rangoon, and Bago, Rakhine, Mawlamyine, Bagan, Taunggyi, Chaungtha, Golden Triangle and Ngwehsaung. 
   Burma’s land-lease law may be extended to 70 years. It could start at 50 years and then offer two extensions of 10 years each. The existing law allows a lease of 60 years, starting at 30 years and then two renewals of 15 years each.

   Hotel companies from Thailand have invested US$263.25 million in Burma to build 1,896 rooms in 11 hotel brands, including Andaman Club, Kandawgyi Palace, Nikko (Chatrium), Mandalay Hill and Pearl Laguna. Investments from Singapore are the highest in the hotel industry at about US$597 million, followed by Thailand, Japan with US$183 million, Hong Kong with US$77 million, Malaysia with US$20 million and Britain with US$3.4 million.   (
BURMA TOURISM EXTRAVAGANCE

[TI: 13.2.13] - WINE making, a tent hotel to beat room shortages, luxury-priced jungle trekking and exotic hot air balloon tours: Burma’s economic revival is spawning some unusual businesses by entrepreneurs willing to tread where no-one has gone before. The unusual businesses are mostly related to tourism — one area of the emerging economy that is booming while infra-structure development and heavy industry remain debating issues rather than works in progress.

   Foreign tourists are flocking into Burma, which had about one million visitors in 2012, according to Minister of Hotels and Tourism Htay Aung, with arrivals at Rangoon’s international airport up 50% over 2011. 
   British holiday firm Explore is offering hikes up Mount Kyaiktiyo in Mon State as part of a US$5,320 rugged but luxury-priced 14-day trekking holiday. Kyaiktiyo, a 1,000-m climb, is home to the Golden Rock, a revered Buddhist shrine.

   In Bagan, well-heeled tourists will soon be able to stay in a luxury tent hotel designed to overcome Burma’s debilitating accommodation shortage. And visitors to the ancient city can get a bird’s eye view — for a price — of all the scattered temples by drifting serenely overhead, carried by hot air balloons.

   The Apple Tree Group, headquartered in Vietnam, is offering luxury air-conditioned tents in a new complex near the banks of the Irrawaddy River to open in April. Tent-room prices have yet to be announced. “Bagan is the hottest travel destination in Southeast Asia,” Apple Tree general manager Kurt Walter said in a statement announcing the tent hotel plan.  “Myanmar [Burma] is on every traveller’s radar screen, and Bagan is going to emerge as the hottest attraction in the country.”

   Another company, Balloons over Bagan, owned by Shwe Lay Ta Gun Travels and Tours of Rangoon, is charging US$360 per person for 45-minute air balloon rides over the ancient temple-festooned landscape. But that’s only a taster. The firm, which gets its balloons from a British manufacturer, is offering six-day air tours across Burma later this year — at US$8,000 per person.

   If some of these business activities and prices seem a bit bizarre in a country only just emerging from 50 years of isolation, where most of the population live in poverty and have no access to mainstream electricity, perhaps the more eccentric entrepreneurs are the Frenchman and the German who are cultivating grape vines in the hills of Shan State.

   Surrounded by tropical forest and in a region of the country where political and ethnic instability is rife, the hills have become home to not one but two vineyards producing wines which might one day be exported. Red Mountain Estate is overseen by Frenchman Francois Raynal and Myanmar Vineyard is run by Bert Morsbach from Germany. Both are striving to produce a range of white and red wines from vines imported from Spain and Italy and planted in misty 1,000m high hills.   (
CAMBODIA: LAND IS LIFE – BUT IT’S BEING GRABBED

[IPS: 16.2.13] - FOR years, villagers of Boeung Kak on the edge of Phnom Penh relied on the lake for fish and plants, which they would eat and sell. But in mid-2008, construc-tion workers began pumping sand into the Boeung Kak Lake “in preparation for the development of a 133-ha commercial project sponsored by Shukaku Inc. — a Cambodian firm owned by a senator of the ruling Cambodian People’s Party — and leased to a Chinese company. Over the next four years, the project would displace over 3,000 families.

   What was once a modest life has now become a daily struggle for survival as a result of a land-buying spree in this Southeast Asian country of 14 million people. Some of the land investments are tourism-related. 
   In Cambodia land is equivalent to life. According to the German governmental organization for international co-operation (GIZ), over 80% of the population are subsis-tence farmers. One of the world’s least-developed coun-tries, Cambodia seems to have no place left to go but up: over 68% of its people live on less than US$2 a day and 26% suffer from hunger on a daily basis. But the wave of land acquisitions, experienced first-hand by thousands of people suggests that the situation could soon get much worse.

   For the last two decades a wave of foreign direct investment (FDI) has had lopsided results here. The market-driven economy — launched in 1989 and opened to foreign investors in 1993 — fueled a rapid increase in FDI. Asian countries were the largest investors from 2000 to 2010: China topped the list, making South Korea the second-largest investor. While investments initially went straight into sectors like tourism (53%), infrastructure (21%) and the garments industry (20%), the past half-decade has seen a steady rise in land investments.

   Various local and international experts attribute this spike to the global food and financial crisis of 2007 to 2008, when farmland became a valuable asset to wealthier countries outsourcing agricultural production to increase their food security, and financial speculators cashing in on land investments.

   But this pattern could have catastrophic implications for millions of peasants here — already land tenure has been shrinking and 20% of agricultural families in Cambodia are landless. By 2012, roughly 22% of Cambodia’s land had been “leased” to private firms, according to the Cambodian League for the Defence and Promotion of Human Rights.

   ANGOC, the Asia NGO Coalition that is working for people’s rights to land, is calling for attention to what they see as a looming food-security crisis arising from rampant land acquisition by foreign interests.   (
INDONESIA: 16 NEW TOURISM
DESTINATIONS ‘BEYOND BALI’

[TDN: 24.1.13; TST: 21.2.13] - INDONESIA wants the world's tourists to know it's more than just Bali. 

   Tourism and Creative Economy Minister Mari Elka Pangestu has plans to market lesser known attractions — such as Komodo Island in Nusa Tenggara, the home of giant lizards, and Wakatobi, a diving haven in Sulawesi — to raise the number of tourists from last year's record eight million to 10 million in 2014 and 30 million by 2025.
   Her ministry has targeted 16 destinations for cruises, ecotourism, and culinary and sports tourism. It is also encouraging hotel chains to set up tourism academies to train more staff. Moreover, 11 airports will be upgraded or built this year, and seven next year. Another 90 seaports will be developed in the next three years, 10 of them for large cruise ships.
   Strong economic growth of above 6% since 2010 has boosted domestic tourism as a growing Indonesian middle class travels from one corner of the archipelago to another, forcing improvements to outdated infrastructure.
   "We are in a good neighborhood because Asia will continue to grow and there is a good chance to increase these numbers as more people take to travelling," the minister said. She added that her ministry was targeting 10% growth in tourist numbers each year, up from 5 to 6% annually.
   There has been a rise in the number of visitors from China and Russia, although most tourists continue to come from Singapore, Malaysia and Australia. Arrivals from Thailand and the Philippines have grown by double digits each year, the minister said.

   For many years, Bali has been the big tourist spot in the sprawling archipelago of some 17,000 islands. To per-suade tourists to go beyond Bali, her ministry is working on the tagline "Wonderful Indonesia."
   Hotel chains recognize the potential for growth in tourism. US hotel chain brand Best Western, for example, aims to open 25 new hotels across the nation over three years, increasing the number of rooms it has from 600 to 3,500 by 2015. According to STR Global, which provides research on the hotel industry, Indonesia has the third-largest number of hotel developments after China and India.   (
INDONESIA: BALI FIGHTS FOR 
SPECIAL AUTONOMY STATUS 

 [JP: 5.2.13] - THE Balinese people continue to fight for special autonomy status for their province, following years of being ignored by the central government in Jakarta.
   The Regional Representative Council (DPD) is currently waging a fierce fight by establishing a team of experts to conduct comprehensive studies on the possibility of the island obtaining the special autonomy status, as well as learning about the people’s aspirations for the island’s future.
   I Nyoman Sudirta, a member of DPD Bali, said: “Our main interest in obtaining the special status is to preserve our cultural and natural resources. There will be no violence or physical action to acquire the status. We will present our views and opinions, then let us discuss the matter and find a comprehensive solution.” 
   Public pressure to have special autonomy status has spread widely since at least eight years ago. In 2005, a number of prominent politicians and academics launched a campaign to push for special autonomy. The special status was proposed to the central government to allow the provincial authority to create and to issue regulations regarding its natural resources, including land use, religious and cultural assets. The central government, however, considered this proposal a minor issue.
   Now, the Balinese are making a new effort. Sudirta pointed out that Bali had distinguished cultural wealth that was the basic capital of the island’s tourism, the province’s economic backbone. “Without any attempt to preserve the culture, Bali’s tourism will collapse. When the tourism collapses, it will also affect national tourism, as Bali’s tourism is the Indonesian tourism locomotive,” he said. 

   Bali has a population of 3.9 million, spread through eight regencies — Gianyar, Klungkung, Bangli, Karangasem, Buleleng, Tabanan, Jembrana and the wealthy Badung — and one municipality, Denpasar. Each regent has full authority over his regency, often eliminating the role of the provincial government in enforcing regulations and policies.
   Inconsistent policies and contradictory regulations imposed by provincial and regional governments have been blamed for throwing Bali into social, cultural and environmental disarray. Udayana University’s rector, Made Bakta, said that all Balinese people should support the demand for special autonomy status. “The demand for Bali’s special autonomy status has never been related to our commitment to the unity of the country. We are still strongly committed to national unity. We are only eager to save Bali,” he said.   (
INDONESIA: REDD AND ECOCIDE 
IN KALIMANTAN

[TE: 28.1.13] - IN Indonesia, the name for the island of Borneo is Kalimantan. It is the third largest island in the world, renowned for its lush tropical rainforests, one of only two strongholds for the intelligent, endangered orangutan. While ecotourism here is a booming industry as people travel from all over the world to see orangutans in their natural habitat, so too is palm oil: the former depends upon intact ecosystems; the latter can only thrive by eradicating natural ecosystems.

   Recently, a small team from Rainforest Foundation Norway (RFN) travelled to Central Kalimantan to see the consequences of their government’s REDD (Reduced Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation) deal in Indonesia, first hand. They flew in a small plane for over three hours above palm oil plantations – a monoculture dependent on polluting chemical inputs, which was once diverse rainforest. 
   The plantation in question is owned by one company – Wilmar – Asia’s leading agribusiness corporation, which was recently crowned by Newsweek as the worst performing company in ‘green ranking’ of the world’s largest 500 companies. The Norwegian Pension Fund has invested US$64 million in Wilmar, although thanks to sustained campaigning by RFN the Pension Fund recently announced that it is putting tropical forest protection as high priority in its environmental strategy. Quite how it will implement this in the face of its investment in Wilmar remains to be seen.

   The great irony is that the REDD process is failing to mitigate ongoing deforestation in Kalimantan. REDD initiatives and carbon-trading schemes are notoriously complex, but the acronym is misleading. Carbon emissions are often massively increased because, as in the case of Kalimantan, whilst a moratorium on deforestation is declared for some areas, concessions for logging and development are given for others, or an area of ancient forest can be logged as long as the emissions are compensated for by industrial tree plantations elsewhere. 

   In Kalimantan, the destruction of the rainforest has led to the drying-out of the peaty soil, leading to massive fires that release huge amounts of carbon. This is to say nothing of species loss and land-grabs of Indigenous Peoples‘ territory. In terms of Ecocide, if it were to become part of the Rome Statute, Wilmar company’s activities would become ‘Crimes Against Peace’ – because of the conflict that is caused due to its operations: conflict that affects Indigenous peoples, natural ecosystems, climate change and its global consequences.   (
LAOS COULD BEAR THE COST OF
CHINESE RAILWAY PROJECT
[NYT: 1.1.13] - WANG Quan, the new Chinese owner of a hotel in Oudom Xai, a farm town tucked into the tropical mountains of northern Laos, is hoping that the first of 20,000 Chinese workers will arrive here soon to start construction on a new railroad. The Chinese-financed railway is to snake its way through dozens of tunnels and bridges, eventually linking southern China to Bangkok, the capital of Thailand, and then on to the Bay of Bengal in Burma, significantly expanding China’s already enor-mous trade with Southeast Asia. 

   Even though the project has run into some serious objections from international development organizations, most experts expect it to go ahead anyway. That is because China considers it vital to its strategy of pulling Southeast Asia closely into its orbit. The crucial connection would run through Oudom Xai between Kunming, the capital of China’s southern province of Yunnan, and the Laotian capital, Vientiane. 

   “China wants a fast-speed rail — Kunming to Vientiane,” George Yeo, a former foreign minister of Singapore, said in a recent speech to the Association of Southeast Asian Nations Business Club in Bangkok. Yeo, chairman of Kerry Logistics Network, a major Asian freight and distri-bution company, is considered one of the best-informed experts on the expansion of new Asia trading routes. “The big objective is Bangkok,” he said. “It’s a huge market, lots of opportunities. From there, Bangkok to Dawei in Myanmar [Burma] — that will enable China to bypass the Malacca Straits,” a potential choke point between the Indian Ocean and China’s east coast. 

   But China is not particularly interested in sharing much of the wealth the railroad would generate. Most of the benefits, critics say, would flow to China while most of the costs would be borne by the host nation. The price tag of the US$7 billion, 260-mile rail project, which Laos will borrow from China, is nearly equal to the tiny US$8 billion in annual economic activity in Laos, which lacks even a rudimentary railroad and whose rutted road system is largely a leftover from the French colonial era. 

   In mid-November, when Prime Minister Wen Jiabao of China visited Vientiane for the APEC meeting of Asian and European leaders, he was expected to attend a groundbreaking for the railroad. However, the ceremony did not take place. 

   An assessment of the rail project by a consultant for the UNDP said the terms of the financing offered by China’s Export-Import Bank were so onerous they put Laos’ “macroeconomic stability in danger.” At the same time, construction through northern Laos would turn the countryside into “a waste dump,” the consultant’s report said. “An expensive mistake” if signed under the terms offered, the report concluded. As collateral for the loan, Laos was bound to provide China with minerals, including potash and copper. 

   Other international donors echoed the findings. “Partners, including the Asian Development Bank and the World Bank, expressed concern, and the International Monetary Fund was here and said, ‘You have to be very careful,’ ” said an Asian diplomat briefed on the reserva-tions expressed to the Laotian government. Nonetheless, the Lao National Assembly has approved the project as part of a much broader trans-Asian rail agreement signed by nearly 20 Asian countries in 2006. 
   Laos offers a perfect launching pad for China’s stepped-up regional ambitions. China has poured new investments into the capital, including in dozens of luxurious villas built on the banks of the Mekong River to house the European and Asian leaders who attended the November summit meeting. A fancy new convention hall, part of a new tourism and residential complex called Vientiane New World, gives a 21st-century veneer to the shabby capital. In Luang Prabang, a popular tourist destination through which the railroad will run, China has built hospitals and upgraded the airport. 

   Some Laotians, unhappy with the unmistakable Chine-se presence, complain that their country is becoming little more than a province of China or, more slyly, a vassal state. 

    However, opposition to Lao government policies is often squelched. The director of Helvetas, a Swiss deve-lopment organization, was recently expelled on 48 hours’ notice.  She had raised the issue of the government’s forcing peasants to sell their land at very low prices, a practice that is now seen as mainly serving the interests of Chinese-financed developers. Meanwhile, in Vientiane, the well-known Lao director of a civil society group, Sombath Somphone, disappeared after taking part in a People’s Forum where land issues were discussed on the sidelines of the November summit meeting. According to diplomats, Sombath may be in police custody. 

   Despite opposition to the Chinese railroad, most people expect that it will go ahead. “The Chinese will have their way,” said one foreign diplomat.   ( 

LAOS LURES KOREAN GOLFERS

[BP: 21.1.13] - A BIG jump in South Korean tourist arrivals in Laos is being attributed to the lure of new golf courses in Luang Prabang and Vientiane.

   Korean investors have built and now manage several golf courses in the land-locked communist country, where land and water are still abundant and labour is cheap. Golf course fees in Laos are a fraction of what they are in South Korea, where the game has become a passion for the elite.

   Lao Association of Travel Agents president Khamtan Kheungpanya also attributed the surge to the commencement of direct flights last year between Vientiane and Seoul, the Vientiane Times reported.

   According to figures gathered by the Tourism Develop-ment Department, the number of Korean tourists visiting Laos from January to September 2012 was almost 40,000, representing a 50% increase compared to the same period the previous year. An estimated three million tourists overall visited Laos last year, up 14% year-on-year. Laos is focusing on the development of tourism and hydropower as main engines of economic growth.   (
MALAYSIA: PUBLIC OUTCRY OVER DEAD PYGMY ELEPHANTS

Edited from a commentary by Upreshpal Singh [Free Malaysia Today: 2.2.13]
T

he recent news of the sense-less slaughter of 14 Pygmy ele-phants in Sabah makes one wonder who could be responsible? To no one’s surprise the finger of guilt has been pointed at the industry already well known for its ruthless destruction of the elephants habitat – the palm oil industry. We shall soon know the cause of these deaths and hopefully this will in turn lead us to the criminals concerned.
       In January 2012 and again in October of the same year, the Malay-sian palm oil industry was asked repeatedly to endorse a No Kill poli-cy. To his credit, Sabah Minister of Tourism, Culture & Environment, Masidi Manjun called on the industry in October 2012 to adopt such a policy without further delay, which is more than most NGOs and scientists did. Unsurprisingly, his call fell on deaf ears of the Malaysian palm oil industry.

       Saving protected species like elephants, orangutans and rhinos is mandatory, it is the law. Why then doesn’t the Sabah government de-clare a No Kill policy and make all concerned in Sabah obey it? Having a No Kill policy will not harm the ani-mals, the logging or palm oil industry. What it will do is help to raise aware-ness of the need to respect and pre-serve these endangered species. It will bring clarity and a fresh start.

       Already facing a drop in tourism numbers and worldwide condemna-tion for the loss of orangutans and other species, Sabah has again hit the headlines day after day this week across the world for the death of the 14 elephants. The bad impression of Sabah this gives to potential tourists is incalculable.

       The palm oil industry is set to be a loser as well. It’s already been blamed in the media for poisoning the elephants. If found guilty the cost to the industry in lost reputation and business could be in the hundreds of millions of ringgit. Either way, the Malaysian palm oil industry with its already battered image is going to take a big financial hit.

       Publicly backing a No Kill policy now won’t bring back to life the inno-cent elephants or the orangutans and rhinos which the palm oil industry has undeniably killed, but it will be the start of a new beginning and it will in future save endangered species. Will the government of Sabah now de-monstrate leadership and introduce a mandatory No Kill policy with imme-diate effect backed up with the full force of the law? Yes or No?   (
PHILIPPINE RECLAMATION PROJECT SPARKS 'SUNSET' PROTEST

[AFP: 12.2.13] – HUNDREDS of people converged on the Philippine capital's main bayfront on 12 February for a unique ’sunset watch’ protest aimed at stopping what they said would be a disastrous reclamation project. Armed with binoculars and cameras, the protesters called on the Manila city government to repeal an ordinance granting permission for a developer to reclaim 288ha of the bay.
   "This reclamation will not only block the view of the famed sunset on Manila Bay but will also lead to worsening environmental degradation, like more floods," said Chiqui Mabanta, one of the organizers of the event.
   The protest involved a broad coalition of Manila resi-dents, artists, civic leaders and environmentalists called SOS Manila Bay, which last month filed a petition with city hall to stop the reclamation. 

   The protesters joined hands to form a human chain at sunset, while artists painted the famed views. The group said the developer, Manila Goldcoast Development, had presented plans for an international cruise ship terminal to boost tourism to the area. The complex would also house entertainment businesses, as well as a high-rise residen-tial development.
   The protesters argued the development would block vital drainage areas for the city, leading to heavier floods that already cause major damage every rainy season. It would also eliminate prime sunset viewing on Manila Bay, which is a popular pastime for many residents who consider the area an oasis amid widespread urban blight in a heavily polluted city.
   Officials of the real estate company were not available for comment, although its chief executive had been quoted in the local media as defending the environmental credentials of the project.
   In 2005 Mabanta and other conservationists pressured the government into saving a 2.1ha forest park beside Manila city that was to have been felled for development. "We hope to also win this battle to save Manila Bay," Mabanta said. (
PHILIPPINES CAN’T SELL ’FUN’ WHILE 
CRIME REMAINS PERVASIVE 

[AP: 4.2.13] – IN the Philippines, crime can be regarded an accepted part of life — kidnappings and bombings have plagued the South of the country for decades — but the latest crime wave in Manila with robberies and shootings comes as President Benigno Aquino III tries to shore up foreign investments and restore Filipinos’ confidence in their government.

   Recent high-profile crime cases resulted in morning radio shows poking fun at the government’s tourism slogan “It’s more fun in the Philippines.” The campaign was launched last year to show that the Southeast Asian nation of 7,100 islands has left behind its old image of a volatile, chaotic place. A record 4.3 million tourists visited last year, with the government setting an ambitious target of 10 million arrivals by 2016.
   Rarely, arrests are made. “These criminals … if they want to enter an establishment, they can do so. The security guards are just standing there,” said a bank manager. He added that when security is tightened after an incident, it is usually temporary. “After a while, say a month or two later, they go back. Security is lax.”

   The government is aware of the problem and conse-quences for the country’s image, but Interior Secretary Mar Roxas said there are not enough police on the streets and intelligence gathering is lacking. National police chief Alan Purisima said Aquino called him and Roxas to a meeting last week and ordered them to step up the anti-crime campaign, specifically targeting armed robbers.

   Aquino said earlier that the national crime volume had fallen 10% from 2011 and 2012, but expressed concern that it was rising in the Philippine capital. According to the latest police data, crime rates in Manila jumped 57% in the first half of 2012 from a year earlier.

   Bishops from the dominant Roman Catholic Church expressed alarm at what they called a culture of impunity and the rise in unsolved crimes. In a pastoral letter, they said that “extrajudicial killings, unsolved crimes and kid-nappings continue and the government is not able or lacks the political will to prosecute the perpetrators and touch powerful people.”

   The proliferation of firearms — police estimate there are up to one million unregistered weapons — have fueled violence and insurgencies in the country for years despite calls from lawmakers and pressure groups for tighter gun control.  

    Organized crime is a problem too, as is political corruption. The unease about crime in Manila and whether the government can get a handle on it comes ahead of congressional and provincial elections in May. Philippine elections are usually passionate events that are marred by violence.   (
THAILAND: PHUKET’S UPHILL
STRUGGLE AGAINST CORRUPTION
[PW: 10.2.13] - PHUKET Governor Maitree Inthusut recently urged all agencies concerned with environment-related issues - there are 19 of them! - to work more closely together.
   Unfortunately, decades of inaction mean that Thailand's No.1 resort island has experienced rapid environmental degradation.  To properly protect Phuket requires a fierce battle against corruption. But sadly, corruption is an issue that has rarely been addressed. 

   Phuket is no longer classified as one of the world's top islands when it comes to natural attributes because corruption has tilted the balance with nature in the wrong direction. Money and greed have always come out winners. 

    Combining the power of all the environmental agencies would be a first step. Charging wrong-doers at every level should be his next move.

   Without the governor taking action to end corruption and to push for proper law enforcement, Phuket faces a bleak future. Already, the island’s beaches are barely recogni-zable compared to a decade ago. They continue to be privatized. None of the ill-gotten profit made on public sand has gone back into protecting the beaches. In the same way, the small islands and coral reefs around Phuket continue to go unprotected, vulnerable to rapa-cious, myopic profit-takers. 

THAILAND: THE COLOUR OF MONEY IS FAR FROM GREEN

The following is a shortened version of a commentary by Bangkok Post editorial pages 
editor Sanitsuda Ekachai [BP: 13.2.13]

S

ome 30 years ago, Thailand had abundant mangrove forests which enriched the coasts and sustained the sources of fish and seafood for the whole coun-try. Unfortunately, these mangroves were annihilated by the government policy in the 1990s to promote shrimp farming for exports. What were once lush green mangroves have now become barren land with abandoned, empty ponds.

       The man who led the push for prawn farming and turned a blind eye to illegal encroachment on mangrove forests was none other than the then director-general of the Fisheries Department, Plodprasop Suraswadi. Back then, trawlers invaded the coas-tal seas, swept up marine life with fine nets, and devastated the seabed with destructive fishing gear. Nothing was done to stop them. In the deep South, the plundering of the sea not only impoverished the locals but also fanned strong political resentment against the Bangkok-based govern-ment.

       When Mr Plodprasop was in charge of the Forest Department, the health of the ailing forests continued to plunge. The policy to rent out de-graded forests to tree farm investors virtually for free - at 10 baht a rai [1rai=1,600-sqm]  - continued unaba-ted. In addition, vast tracts of natural forest were cleared for dubious state reforestation programmes that turned many officials into millionaires from sapling businesses. During his tenure, the maverick forest chief also stepped up violent crackdowns on indigenous forest peoples and poor farmers, stoking land and rights con-flicts in forests nationwide. Mean-while, he opened national parks up to mass tourism while allowing mining to continue uninterrupted in forests.

       Mr Plodprasop, now in charge of the Yingluck Shinawatra-led govern-ment's water management and flood prevention schemes, recently announced that he would push for the completion of 16 dams across the country within five years. Given his authority to oversee the Office of the National Environment Board, he has already sought the dissolution of the board's expert committee on environ-mental impact assessment (EIA) for state projects. Efforts have also been made to open protected wetlands to construction schemes.

       You cannot blame it all on Mr Plodprasop. He is just delivering what his bosses want. His policy stance is also simply a reflection of the mainstream money-comes-first doctrine we have seen from succes-sive governments and officials. When political centralization, lack of trans-parency, and corruption are the name of the game, there is no future for our environment.   (
   (contd. from p.6) Despite the rampant environmental problems, Phuket is still receiving growing numbers of tourists. This is because the brand has a lower value than it once did. And the cheaper it becomes to visit Phuket, the less visitors care about the environment, it seems.

   On the horizon is another kind of crisis, a Phuket property bubble burst. Too many cheap condominiums are now on the market on Phuket. Condos for sale vastly outnumber genuine buyers, so Phuket will shortly have hundreds of apartments bought for investment, and likely to be left empty when they fail to appreciate in value. 

   If they are not to be left empty, they will be probably converted into cheap holiday  accommodation and under-mine the value of existing resorts. With the continued lowering of price points in both real estate and tourism, a crisis of one kind or another can be expected.   (
THAILAND: SAMUI’S POOR INFRA-

STRUCTURE IMPEDING  TOURISM 
[TN: 28.1.12] – ON Koh Samui, "the key issues are the same as in Phuket and all of Asia's resort destinations at present. Private sector investment fuelled by booming economies is not being matched by government spending on infrastructure," said Bill Barnett, managing director of C9 Hotelworks, a Phuket-based hotel and residential consulting firm. "Also, Thailand's resort destinations are no longer simple idyllic destinations but are becoming urbanized, with issues now of population growth, traffic, waste disposal and crime. Local government does not have the support for this growth."

   Samui made headlines in December after a rupture in a section of a 30-km-long cable at tambon Taling Ngam on the island, leaving the islanders and tourists without power for three days. 
   Still, Barnett foresees continued investment on Samui. C9 Hotelworks' market update released in August showed that in the first half of 2012 there were 455,778 passenger arrivals at Samui Airport, driving hotel occupancy to the highest level since 2008 at 67%, against 59% in the same period of 2011. Most of the tourists were from Britain, Germany, Thailand, Australia and Eastern Europe.   (
YUNNAN/CHINA: ’SHANGRI-LA’ – A TIBETAN HAMLET TURNED TOURIST TRAP
Edited from an article by Benjamin Carlson [GP: 14.2.13]

The fabled land of Shangri-La is a “delightfully favored place,” where monks live for hundreds of years, in the shadow of a “dazzling pyramid,” the mountain Karakal. The air has a “dream-like texture.” Every breath yields a “deep anesthetizing tranquility.” That, at least, is how Shangri-La is described in “Lost Horizon,” British author James Hilton’s classic 1933 novel.

   Hilton’s mythical land is a far cry from this real-life Chinese village of Shangri-La: a dusty, dingy upstart that is flinging moderation to the winds to become a Disneyesque tourist trap. China’s experiment with manu-facturing its very own Shangri-La began in 2001, when the logging town of Zhongdian — a remote, predominately Tibetan village standing on an 11,000-foot plateau in Chi-na’s southwestern Yunnan province — decided to change its name and became the first “official” Shangri-La.

   Visitors making the four-hour tour-bus ride from Lijiang drive past stray yaks and bucolic Tibetan homesteads, before being greeted incongruously with billboards advertising high-end red wines. A gaudy, 78-foot-tall Buddhist prayer wheel has risen over the square, a stone’s throw from a renovated People’s Liberation Army museum.

   Shop after shop peddle tourist trinkets and fake tiger pelts. Where mud houses once stood, cheesy art galle-ries, restaurants, hostels, and even a cupcake shop now stand in “Old Town.” Signs tout yak burgers and Tibetan clothes for rent. A self-described reggae café has a cannabis leaf painted in the colors of the Jamaican flag.

   “Eighty percent of [Old Town] was knocked down and rebuilt to look Tibetan,” said Jason Lees, owner of The Raven, the longest-running business in Old Town. The Raven serves as a watering hole for locals and the small, hard-drinking community of American and British expat-riates in town. Lees moved to Shangri-La a decade ago to escape the tourist hordes that had overwhelmed Lijiang, four hours away.

   He is profoundly ambivalent about the change. On the one hand, his business caters to tourists. On the other, as Shangri-La’s tourist sector has grown, wealthy developers and investors have moved in, driving up the rents. “A culture changes to sell itself once the money comes in,” he said. “This used to be a special place. It used to be more open-minded, multicultural. Once it started to repackage itself as Tibetan, as a simplified version of itself, it changed.”

   Even the 300-year-old Tibetan Buddhist monastery outside town has been turned into a cash cow. Tickets cost US$15 each. In many respects, it feels like a theme park: Inside, groups of 25 to 30 tourists line up to deposit cash in a box in exchange for a blessing from a seated, desultory monk. Guides in Tibetan costumes wearing wireless mics dawdle by the entrance, yawning. At the top of the temple, a stand sells ice cream and moon pies. Behind the main monastery building, a towering crane is constructing a large additional temple.

   Such changes depress longtime residents like Kevin Skalsky, who fondly recalls when Zhongdian had a wild-west feel. “It’s been unrelenting,” he said. Skalsky runs an outdoor adventure company that takes tourists out on motorcycles, jeeps, skis and kayaks. 

   Of course, some residents see it differently: Zhongdian may not have become Shangri-La in reality, but it did become a lot richer. While a number of locals complain that most new businesses are owned by Han Chinese, some Tibetans are also making out very well.

   Across China, many tourist sites are facing the same mass tourism issues, as for the first time millions of Chinese have enough income and time to afford travel around their own country. China as a whole is seeing a surge in pleasure-seekers and day-trippers. In 2010, Chinese took more than 2.1 billion domestic trips and generated more than US$200 billion in revenue, accor-ding to China’s National Tourism Administration.

   Now Yunnan’s government is courting tourism as the cure to its economic ills. Given the staggering growth, the tacky Shangri-La of today may soon look quaint. “I don’t know what kind of experience you’ll get when there are three times as many tourists as today,” says Ed Grumbine, a professor of botany who has spent the last several years studying in Yunnan. “Lijiang is the classic example. It’s grown from 3 million to 10 million [visitors] a year, and there’s no stopping it. Most foreigners would go to Lijiang, and unless they’re really into the Walt Disney experience, wouldn’t like it. [But] the average Chinese tourist is much more accepting.”   (
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