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ASEAN SHOULD ACT TO PREVENT SEA POLLUTION

It has been a bad few weeks for the seas of Southeast Asia, a series of separate petro-chemical spills polluting waters, endangering biodiversity, fisherfolks’ livelihoods and the tourism industry. The following is a shortened version of a commentary by Zelda Soriano, a policy adviser of Greenpeace Southeast Asia [TN 15.8.13].
H

ot on the heels of the spill in Thailand on 27 July in which 50,000 litres of oil drenched the beaches of tourist island Koh Samet, came news of a massive spill in Indonesia. On 31 July an oil tanker carrying a reported 7 million litres of diesel and gasoline ran aground at the Indonesian island of Ternate in the Coral Triangle, an area that covers six Asia-Pacific nations and is a top priority for marine conservation. 

   On the 9 August, the Philippines awoke to the news of another disaster, with reports of up to half a million litres of diesel spilling into Manila Bay, affecting several coastal towns in Cavite province. A state of emergency has been declared in one town after officials reported the spill had damaged coral reefs and has driven local fishing boats out of the water amid serious contamination of fish catches. [Shockingly, another major oil spill was reported from the Philippines on 16 August following the collision of two vessels off the coast of Cebu Province that killed dozens of people. The 2Go Shipping Lines ferry, MV St. Thomas Aquinas 1, which sank after colliding with a freighter, was carrying 160,000 liters of oil; and an un-known amount of that was spilled and spread to nearby shorelines; see story on p.7]
   Southeast Asia relies heavily on its seas for food, tourism and livelihoods. A recent World Bank report, "Turn Down the Heat", notes that in the region 138 million people live on coasts, who are likely to suffer major social, economic and nutritional effects as a result of cli-mate change. 
   At the upcoming ASEAN Summit [in Hua Hin, 20-24 August], leaders have a chance to take strong measures to protect the region's seas, not only by holding polluting industries accountable but by steering away from a deve-lopment path that sees the inevitable degradation of natural resources and livelihoods. 
   These three oil spills demonstrate that the trans-portation of fossil fuels is a high-risk activity, posing enor-mous dangers not just to the environment but to com-munities and their way of life.
   Our seas are already under threat from destructive fishing, and climate change, mostly caused by use of fos-sil fuels. The oceans have absorbed large amounts of CO2 and are rapidly becoming more acidic. This means coral, shellfish, squid and many kinds of plankton are at risk. The increase in extreme weather events such as hurricanes and typhoons has often seen entire coral reef systems wiped out in one storm. Our oceans are already fragile - the last thing they need is repeated pollution by petro-chemicals.
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   While ASEAN has paid a lot of attention to the Oil Spill Response Action Plan, it must be pointed out that damage to the seas may appear to be "cleaned up", but an oil spill can never be undone. As we have seen in the Gulf of Mexico, the long-term effects of a spill (as well as methods used in the clean-up) continue to unfold. The effects on marine life, human health and fishing communities will be counted for generations to come. 
   Our region needs to set the global standard for marine protection, not just because it is home to the Coral Triangle, an area of such incredible biodiversity that it has been dubbed the "Amazon of the Seas". 
   The World Bank report emphasized that the "degrada-tion and loss of coral reefs will diminish tourism, reduce fish stocks and leave coastal communities and cities more vulnerable to storms."
   ASEAN needs to take the lead in marine protection and conservation, not just for the sake of the environment but because our people, our cultures and our entire future depends on healthy oceans.   (
BURMA: EDUCATION NEEDED AS
TOURIST NUMBERS RISE RAPIDLY
[TI: 16.8.13] - TOURISM industry stakeholders say aware-ness is key if Burma is to handle an expected influx of tourists — and the environmental and social impacts that they will bring — in a way that preserves the country’s rich natural and cultural heritage. 

   “As we experience the many cultures brought in by tourists from around the world, we are widely aware of the negative impacts of tourism. There will be environmental impacts and cultural impacts as well,” said Tin Htun Aung, who runs a tour company based in Rangoon. “We don’t want our country to be like our neighboring countries. The impacts are the concern of every citizen,” he added, citing Thailand as an example of a tourism model in which rampant sex tourism has spoiled the cultural values of the country’s younger generations.

      According to data compiled by Burma’s Ministry of Hotels and Tourism, the number of tourists entering the country has risen from over 800,000 in 2011 to more than 900,000 last year. The ministry hopes to draw one million travellers to the country this year.
   Government officials say the Ministry of Hotels and Tou-rism is working to educate citizens about tourism’s darker side, but needs cooperation from civil society and local communities to get the message out. “The Ministry of Hotels and Tourism has had a lot of workshops on this, but I think that it is still on a small scale. We need active participation from civil society as well as from locals,” said Ye Htut, Burma’s deputy information minister. 
   Ye Htut said educating Burmese society was vital to limit the growth of sex tourism, and child and human rights abuses, as well as to preserve traditional cultural values. “For the culture, in the age of globalization, we cannot force the people; we cannot enact laws like some countries do to restrict the people. Our approach must not [focus] on law enforcement but must take a social aware-ness approach. That is the best way [to preserve culture],” he added.

   This year the government made foreigners’ access to Burma easier by allowing tourists to enter the country via overland border crossings with neighboring Thailand, China and India. 

   Ecotourism operators believe Burma’s relatively intact rainforests and remote mountainous regions — in which the cultures and traditions of ethnic inhabitants have remained largely unaffected by the homogenizing effects of globalization — are a particularly promising sell.

   “If we move on to eco-tours, there will be impacts on that unspoiled nature and culture,” Tin Htun Aung said. “We need help from the government to make sure and set standards and rules to preserve it and to monitor whether the responsible people are obeying the rules or not.”

   The flip side of the coin when it comes to Burma’s underdeveloped tourism industry is in the many logistical challenges. “For investing in ecotourism, there are many requirements, especially in financing, manpower and capacity building. Cooperation from the government and local communities is vital as well,” Tin Htun Aung said.

   Although the number of tourists entering the country is on the rise, a lack of available accommodation in Burma remains a major challenge for tour companies. Currently, Singapore is the biggest investor in Burma’s hotel indu-stry, followed by Thailand, Hong Kong, Malaysia and Britain. With the hotel shortage and growing tourist arrivals to Burma, fellow ASEAN countries are eyeing investments in the sector.

   On the other hand, the push to fill the gap between supply and demand for hotels in Burma has some worried about the environmental repercussions of unchecked development. Other concerns center on how to best manage the country’s architectural heritage. The decision by the government to rent or sell some historical structures, like Rangoon’s High Court and Secretariat buildings, have sparked debate among historians, politi-cians and average Burmese citizens.

   “If we want to turn these places into museums, you have to spend a lot of money. Government cannot do it alone. There is no foreign organization that will invest to run this kind of building. That’s why we have to give them to pri-vate investors. But, as with the Secretariat building, we will turn it over [to private investors] to make into a museum,” said Ye Htut.

   If not handled properly, the majority of Burma’s people risk losing out on the benefits of the anticipated tourism boom, according to Christoph Amthor, a project manager of Burma Center Prague, which is trying to educate locals and foreign tourists to Burma on tourism issues. “The biggest challenges are currently market concentration,” he added. “Small vendors and family businesses are pushed away by companies that seem to be backed by authorities. I think the situation reflects a general problem in Burmese society, namely a deep-rooted inequality of opportunities and a lack of ways that disenfranchised people can efficiently defend their rights.”   (
BURMA: ’NO’ TO HOMESTAYS BECAUSE OF UNMANNERED FOREIGNERS

[MT: 4.8.13] - FOREIGN visitors to Burma should not stay in private homes unless no other accommodation is available to them, Minister for Hotels and Tourism U Htay Aung said, as their manners are “not appropriate” for local residents. He argued that foreigners do not properly follow Burma’s customs, such as sleeping facing the east, and do not like the Burmese style of eating, such as a family using one spoon to eat from a single bowl of soup.

   The comments came at a meeting of Mandalay’s tourism players – including hoteliers and tour guides – at which U Htay Aung said that ’homestays’ are only suitable when foreigners visit remote areas. Where hotels are available, he said, particularly in larger urban centres such as Rangoon or Mandalay, such arrangements should not be permitted.

   “The manners of some foreigners are not appropriate for Myanmar people. But we have to choose homestay where there are no hotels or guest houses. In the meantime, we also need to [stay] strictly alert to possible risks,” he said at the meeting, which was held at Mandalay’s Swan Hotel.
   While technically banned, homestays are common when tourists go on multi-day treks, with accommodation arranged by a guide. In many cases, they sleep in monasteries.

   Ko Thaung Naing Oo, from the Myanmar Tourist Guide Association’s Mandalay branch, said homestays would help to alleviate the country’s hotel shortage but open communication is essential for the homestay to proceed smoothly. “It might be arranged in some remote areas like Pauk and Myaing [townships in Magwe Region] where there are no hotels. But tour operators need to inform their guests [of the arrangements] before they go there,” he said.   (
INDONISIA: THE MARGINALIZATION
OF THE BALINESE 

[BD: 9.8.13] - A MEETING among leaders from Bali’s tourism industry has urged fellow tourism practitioners not to prostitute Bali by adding more accommodation without reference to the island’s carrying capacity. The same meeting also called for Bali’s leadership to be unpre-tentious in their demeanour, more concerned with safe-guarding Bali’s culture, God fearing and fearful of certain retribution for wrong doings (karma pala).

   The round table discussion held on 5 August was attended by the secretary general of the Denpasar Hotel and Restaurant Association (PHRI-Denpasar) A.A. Ngurah Adhi Ardhana; the chairman of the Bali chapter of the Association of Tour and Travel Agents (ASITA-Bali) Ketut Ardana;  the chairman of the People’s Alliance for Bali Tourism, Gusti Kade Sutawa; and an academic from Bali’s Tourism Institute (STP),Wayan Mertha.

   The secretary general of PHRI-Denpasar, Adhi Ardhana, said that any calculation of the carrying capacity of tourist accommodation in Bali can not only look at the number of rooms, but must also take into consideration the quality of the overall tourism product. He warned that as the number of rooms approached 80,000, Bali once known as “The Last Paradise” is in danger of becoming “The Lost Paradise.” He added: “The number of hotel rooms in Bali is over capacity in comparison with the number of tourists coming to Bali and those rooms are almost all located in South Bali. If we now create a new destination with thousands of more rooms in Benoa Bay, this will destroy Bali’s tourism atmosphere (see also story on Benoa Bay below).”

   Ardhana called on Bali governor Made Mangku Pastika to be cautious in issuing statements saying Bali needs many more rooms to meet the needs of travellers during major events. He added: “So what happens when there are no big events like APEC and the Forbes Global CEO Summit? Who’s going to fill the empty rooms? Because of this, the governor should not recklessly make statements. With 80,000 hotel rooms on record and another 100,000 not recorded, I don’t think Bali needs to be reclaiming land to house another 25,000 tourist visitors.”

   He also asked the governor to reconsider allowing large investors a foothold in Bali as the money they bring does not have the desired multiplier effect on the Balinese economy. This is demonstrated by the high rate of poverty and unemployment that still persist in Bali.

   The chairman of the People’s Alliance for Bali Tourism Gusti Kade Sutawa, expressed a similar sentiment for Bali Tourism. He warned that the rapid rise in tourist accommodation in Bali seriously threatens Bali’s future, adding that uncontrolled growth will result in unhealthy competition and a cheap tourism product. “Bali must market itself at an appropriate price, not cheaply,“ he said. “We have a unique quality not held by other destinations. Tourists who come to Bali want to see our culture, not hotels. So don’t build new hotels, let alone new hotels on reclaimed land that destroys the environment.” 

   To preserve Bali’s culture, Sutawa said, the government must pay attention to the endemic population of Bali, the island’s culture and traditions, and the land of Bali. “If the people and their beliefs are different, it will be impossible to preserve Balinese culture. Bali must remain the proper-ty of the Balinese, don’t let it be owned by outside investors,” Sutawa said.   (
INDONESIA: BALI GOVERNOR REVOKES
PERMIT FOR BENOA BAY PROJECT

 [JP: 19.8.13; 23.8.13] - BALI governor Made Mangku Pastika has recently caved in to the increasing public opposition to the planned large-scale reclamation at Benoa Bay.  On 16 August, he announced that he had officially revoked the permit issued to a private company to carry out the project, which would see the creation of more than 880 ha of land in the bay and the development of a huge tourism complex.
   Pastika described three factors behind the annulment of the permit. The top factor was the growing opposition from the island’s scholars, environmental activists and organizations, the tourist industry, and other communities.
   The second factor was the Bali Legislative Council’s letter officially requesting the governor to revoke the permit. The letter was a major about-face for the councilors since the council had previously submitted a recommendation supporting the reclamation to the governor. Finally, Pastika pointed out the input he received from the administration’s legal team as the third factor.
   The controversial gubernatorial letter signed on 26 December 2012, granted private investor PT Tirta Wahana Bali International (TWBI) permission to develop and reclaim Benoa Bay for an integrated tourist development. TWBI was granted the right to manage the land in Benoa Bay over a 30-year period with a possible 20-year extension. The company’s intention was to build luxury tourist facilities, including a Disneyland-like theme park, apartments, hotels, villas, entertainment centers, a hospital and a university campus.
   TWBI director Hendi Lukman responded through a text message: “I am sorry I can’t comment since I have yet to receive the letter [of annulment]. I will need to read and study the letter first before responding.” Previously, Hendi had argued that the reclamation would save the island’s rice fields from being exploited and transformed into tourism facilities. He also stressed that the project would not destroy the mangrove forest along the shore of the bay.
   Hendi also serves as director of PT Jakarta International Hotels and Development, the company that manages Discovery Kartika Plaza in Kuta and the Borobudur Hotel in Jakarta. Both high-profile properties are reportedly owned by influential businessman Tomy Winata, who, through his Artha Graha Peduli Foundation charity, made a media splash last June by bringing soccer star Cristiano Ronaldo to Benoa Bay to attend a mangrove planting event attended by, among others, President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono. The event also saw the Real Madrid player appointed as the Mangrove Ambassador by the local environmental organization supported by Artha Graha.
   The issuance of the permit soon triggered protests from a wide spectrum of Balinese society. Environmental activists and academics feared that the planned reclamation would trigger an ecological disaster, the tourist industry worried that the planned luxurious theme park and accommodation would drive the local hotels into bankruptcy, while conservative and religious leaders were concerned about how the massive tourism enclave would lure the island’s youth away from their cultural roots. 
   This alliance of opponents was backed by the local mass media, and soon Pastika was regularly treated as a punching bag in their front pages. The fact that the permit was based on a less-than-stellar 73-page feasibility study carried out by Udayana University experts, which the rector diplomatically stated was preliminary research, and a vaguely-worded recommendation from the Bali Legislative Council, had placed Pastika in a very hard place. The revelation that the permit also contravened several higher regulations, including a presidential decree and the provincial bylaw on spatial planning, put the nail in the coffin.
   Growing protest over the Benoa Bay plan was also conveyed through an online petition, signed by more than 3,000 people, which calls for Pastika to revoke his letter.

(see http://www.change.org/petitions/gubernur-bali-mangku-pastika-segera-cabut-sk-reklamasi-teluk-benoa-3).  
   However, the local opponents of the project may find it too early to celebrate “victory” as it is likely that Pastika has not totally abandoned the idea. In a new five-page letter signed on 16 August, the governor not only officially annulled the previous permit but also, in carefully drafted sentences, gave the green light to TWBI to conduct a comprehensive study on the reclamation of Benoa Bay. Pastika commented on the matter: “... the new letter was issued because I want to accommodate the aspirations we received during a meeting on 3 August. There were many people who wanted the plan, and many people who did not want the plan. So, we have to wait for the study. Let [the TWBI] finish the study first.”   (
LAOS FINE-TUNES TOURISM LAW
[TTR-W: 19.8.2013] – THE Lao government is tightening the screws on its tourism law to improve safety for visitors and protect the environment and historical sites. The amendments to the tourism law will place travel security in the hands of local authorities, while public health and noise restrictions on entertainment near communities will be tightened.

   National Assembly members considered an amended draft  to its  tourism law in July. It was introduced by Information, Culture and Tourism Minister, Bosengkham Vongdara, at the fifth ordinary session of the national assembly.

   Local media quoted the tourism minister as saying: “This law has not been amended in nine years and needs refreshing. It does not reflect the new policy of the party and government, or conditions of this new era of regional and international integration, open policy in trade, invest-ment and other services related to tourism that lead to economic growth.”

   The minister said that over recent years, the law caused confusion among law enforcement agencies, due to loopholes and the unclear assignment of responsibility among officials. The new law is the outcome of an earlier ruling by the Ninth Party Congress that transferred tourism administration from the National Tourism Autho-rity of Laos to the Ministry of Information, Culture and Tourism. The amended law seeks to regulate all tourism services and the planning of tourism development through the ministry.

   The amendments focus on key areas that impact on tourism. Food safety is at the top of agenda with new standards that will control entertainment venues to ensure food and drinks served to guests are hygienic and reasonably priced. Entertainment venues will also have to offer quality services and a level of safety, convenience and cleanliness. They will have to comply with noise regulations.

   The newly-amended law will also prohibit the construc-tion of any facility or undertaking of any action that could lead to structural changes to heritage sites. Restoration works will be allowed at specific places such as That Luang Stupa and Ho Phra Keo. Moreover, the amended law prohibits development in areas the government has reserved for tourism industry purposes, such as camping grounds and natural viewpoints. Meanwhile, investors are encouraged to develop tourism business facilities such as hotels, guesthouses, restaurants and trading zones in ’service areas’.

   The country registered an annual growth rate in tourist arrivals of 20.36% per year from 1990 to 2012. Last year, more than 3.3 million foreign tourists visited the country generating more than US$513 million in foreign exchange.   (
LAOS: CHINATOWN MARKET OPENS 
IN BOKEO’S SEZ
[RFA: 16.8.13] - LAOS has opened a Chinatown market in Bokeo province near the Golden Triangle in a bid to lure more tourists and businesses to an area that already ac-commodates a casino resort catering to Chinese clientele.
   Funded by a group of Chinese companies, the market opened in Bokeo’s Golden Triangle Special Economic Zone (SEZ)  to great fanfare with a ceremony attended by a number of Lao senior government officials. “The project is important for Bokeo as the investors are striving to turn this area into a trade and tourism hub,” said Bounpheng Moulphoxay, Minister to the Government Office and National Committee for SEZs.
   The Vientiane Times quoted Zhao Wei, the 61-year-old chairman of the SEZ committee and president of the the Hong Kong-registered King Romans Group, which has led investment in the zone, as saying that the market will create essential commercial links between communities in the Golden Triangle. “More importantly, the market will attract foreign traders as well as boost tourism in the area, thanks to efforts by the Lao government and line development partners to support the construction of the market,” he said.
   Parts of Burma, Laos and Thailand make up the Golden Triangle, an area notorious for the production of illegal drugs sold by cartels throughout Asia.
   The Lao government has conceded to King Romans 10,000 ha of land — 3,000 ha of which are dedicated to the SEZ — for 99 years, with the objective of promoting trade, investment and tourism. The SEZ, which is tax exempt, began construction in the early 2000s and now includes an international border checkpoint and river port, the King Romans Casino, hotels, and the Chinatown market with as many as 70 restaurants and shops selling a variety of retail.
   The SEZ appears to be targeting Chinese clientele and investors exclusively, with the new market sporting a show room filled with statues of soldiers — reminiscent of the terracotta warriors unearthed and on display in central China’s ancient city of Xi’an in Shaanxi province.
   Senior company staff at King Romans Group said the market includes accommodation and various other facilities worth about US$80 million.
   The company has reportedly invested around US$491 million in the first phase of the SEZ and plans to invest a total of US$2.25 billion by 2020 in facilities that will include a golf course, massage and karaoke parlors, and medical clinics.
   The head of King Romans, also known as Dok Ngiew Kham in Lao and Golden Kapok in Chinese, told the South China Morning Post (SCMP) last year that his company is “doing something for the well-being of the Lao people, helping them to improve their standard of living.” 
   The company constructed a 30-km road to connect the SEZ with the Bokeo capital of Huay Xai and has spent millions of dollars reinforcing the river bank along the Mekong, on which it perches. King Romans has also donated substantial amounts to schools in both Burma and Laos. But reports say the company operates with virtual impunity in the region, creating a self-sustained enclave that has done little to benefit the local community.
   Nearly all of the several thousand people living and working in the zone are from China, a key investor in cash-starved Laos and whose investments nearly match those from traditional ally and neighbour Vietnam. The existing hotel, restaurants, shops, and currency used in the SEZ are all Chinese, and the casino draws crowds mostly from China and Thailand, where gambling is officially illegal. King Romans even employs its own guards to protect tourists from the dangers of the drug trade in the Golden Triangle, though security issues are at least nominally handled by a handful of Laotian police.
   The SCMP in a recent report quoted King Romans chief Zhao as saying that the Chinese investors are firmly in control of the SEZ. “We have 100% right to manage the zone,” he said. The investor scheme for the SEZ project remains opaque, the report said, quoting Thai businessman Pattana Sittisombat, president of the Committee for the Economic Quadrangle, as questioning where the money is coming from. “I am absolutely concerned about the possibility that illicit funds could be attracted to this project, and that it could provide oppor-tunities for money laundering,” he said.
   A UN official with the Office on Drugs and Crime, speaking on condition of anonymity, echoed Pattana’s concerns, saying “the Golden Triangle SEZ may also attract some of the narcotics trade through Bokeo pro-vince and could also be an attractive venue for money laundering.”   (
IS MALAYSIA’S REPUTATION 
DROPPING? 

[P-E: 12.8.13; FMT: 18.8.13] - A diplomatic scandal broke out between Singapore and Malaysia after Singapore newspaper New Paper published an article entitled "Welcome to Malaysia, where it is easy to die and expen-sive to stay alive." The Malaysian government decided that the article may have inflicted a severe material damage on its tourism industry.

   The author of the article listed recent high-profile murders and attacks that took place in Malaysia at the end of the month. They include an attack on the founder of a major banking group AMMB Holdings Hussein Ahmad Nazhadi, chairman of NGO MyWatch R. Sri Sanjeevan, and two other Malays. All crimes were committed in broad daylight, in busy streets, and involved the use of firearms. Then the journalist noted that he personally hired a killer in Kuala Lumpur for only US$2,000. 
   Malaysia’s Foreign Minister, Anifah Aman protested against the article and criticized the “sensational head-line.” Other officials said that Singapore would “compete for tourists through unacceptable methods.”

   New Paper later removed the article from its website and its Facebook page, but said it just wanted to draw the readers’ attention to the threat of armed violence in Malaysia, and that all the events described in the article were widely reported by the Malaysian media.

   Another article in Thailand’s The Nation – apparently by an Malaysia author – was of a similar tune. The writer alleged that “it seems like life in Malaysia is getting to be as dangerous as in some South American countries where gun violence has become the norm. This situation is not limited to one or two areas, but extends to the entire country.” The writing continued with “armed criminals attack in the streets, in restaurants… It is a state of lawlessness. The feeling of insecurity and nervousness is definitely growing.”

   The article also disappeared from The Nation‘s website.

   However, even Malaysia’s Tourism Minister Nazri Aziz conceded that “the recent shootings in the streets may have negative consequences in the medium term. “I am concerned that if this situation continues, it would adversely affect our tourism industry,” he said.

    Malaysia records the highest numbers of tourist visits among ASEAN countries, with 25 million visitors having entered the country in 2012, more than Thailand with 22.3 million. However, observers say that this count was diluted because it includes day visitors, traders and commuters from Singapore to Johor Bahru, the Malaysian border town to Singapore.   (
MALAYSIA: SABAH’S GREEN CONCERNS
MAY JUST BE LIP SERVICE
[FMT: 15.8.13] - BARELY a year ago, Sabah authorities revealed that they had hauled to court five oil palm mill operators out of the 124 operating in the Kinabatangan River Basin since 2010. The five mills were fined a total of RM75,000 (US$22,687) each for violations under the Environment Quality Act, 1974, for various offences, in-cluding discharging effluents above the permissible limit, breached retention ponds and ground seepage.

   The assumption then was that a crackdown was looming and that the days of wanton poisoning of Sabah’s rivers by large companies and plantation owners were numbered. 

   But unfortunately, the poisoning of the state’s rivers continues unabated. The latest incident was spotted by a group of distressed and disgusted foreign tourists who watched a large oil slick float past them during a wildlife spotting expedition down Kinabatangan river tributary. It was more than they and their tour organizers had bargained for and they immediately uploaded a Facebook posting together with photographs that that showed the oil slick at Sungei Tenagang Besar for the world to see.

   The large oil slick was in the very area where a mill operator had earlier been charged, found guilty and fined by the court. It only served to highlight a fact locals are well aware of – that Sabah’s environment continues to take a beating despite the best efforts of the authorities. Enforcement or rather the lack of it has led some to question if there are links between the culprits and those responsible for enforcing the law. The ‘mild’ punishment, they said, were clear indications that the authorities are not serious about dealing with the issue. 
   “These incidents certainly affect Sabah’s image as an ecotourism spot of the world but what is anyone doing about it?” asked a local environmentalist who requested anonymity.

   Kinabatangan district is spread over 660,500 ha of land and almost half of it – 345,000 ha – has been converted to oil palm estates that cough up an average of about RM2 billion (US$605 million) in revenue a year. Within this vast area runs the Sabah largest and longest river - Kinabatangan River – with a total length of about 560km with a catchment area of about 16,800 km² covering almost 23% of the total land area of Sabah.

   Hailed as a corridor of life, the Kinabatangan area is identified as home to more than 250 bird species, 50 mammal species, 20 reptile species, 1,056 plant species and several world-renowned conservation sites such as the Lower Kinabatangan – Segama Wetlands Ramsar Site. It is also now home to 32 palm oil processing mills, all of which discharge their factory effluents into the river after treating the wastes, according to the Department of Environment (DOE) regulations. But sources claim that several of these mills do not adhere to the regulations when it comes to treating and discharging the effluents.

   Adding to them, many estate owners plant oil palm trees right up to the river’s edge in total disregard to state government regulations that prohibit the practice as the banks of rivers are all considered river reserves or state land. Plantation sources and environmentalists say this unlawful practice allows the easy flow of dangerous chemicals from the fertilizers used in the plantations into the Kinabatangan whenever it rains and causes even worse damage when it floods.

   The state Department of Irrigation and Drainage (DID) has the power to charge anyone who degrades the water quality of Sabah’s rivers under the Sabah Water Resour-ces Enactment 1998 but has so far failed to enforce it. And even in instances where the offenders were charged and found guilty, the fines, as one wildlife activists pointed out, are not effective enough to stop business interests along the Kinabatangan River Basin.   (
PHILIPPINES: FISHERFOLKS FEAR LOSS OF HOMES, JOBS TO AIR, SEA PORTS

[PDI: 16.6.13; 15.7.13; PS: 5.8.13] – THOUSANDS of fisherfolk families living by Manila Bay will be displaced by the planned Aquino-Sangley International Airport and Aguinaldo-Sangley International Seaport projects on reclaimed land off Cavite City, the fisherfolk group Pamalakaya recently warned. “Twenty-six thousand families, or roughly 156,000 people, will be dislodged from their livelihood and communities in exchange for the government’s offer of a measly P15,000 [US$338] for each of the displaced families,” the group’s statement said. 

   Pamalakaya also said the multibillion-peso projects of local consortium All-Asia Resources and Reclamation Corp. (ARRC) would “hasten the death” of the Bay’s fishing ground. The twin projects “will send the fishing villages ringing Manila Bay to the death bed of environmental catastrophe and destruction,” said the statement. 
   Sought for comment, Lito Beriña, ARRC president and chief executive officer, said that “in consultation with the affected Manila Bay communities and local government units, we will formulate a social development plan that will address their livelihood, relocation and environmental concerns.” 

   “We will strive to develop the Sangley airport and sea-port projects along the principles of green and sustainable technologies,” said the former top official of the Public Estates Authority (PEA). The PEA is now the Philippine Reclamation Authority (PRA). 

   William Tieng, chair of the Solar Group of Companies that is the lead local partner of ARRC, earlier said their foreign partners were “bullish about the Philippines and its development prospects, particularly the construction of the country’s newest international gateway, one that will be responsive to the nation’s booming economy and thriving tourism industry.” In January, the ARRC had submitted letters of intent (LOI) to undertake the projects to the Department of Transportation and Communications and the PRA.
   Tieng revealed  that their foreign partners, mostly Europe-based, include: Flughafen Munich, operator of the Munich airport in Germany; Hamburger Hafen und Logstik, the biggest operator in the Hamburg port, also in Germany; the Italian rail company Ferrovie Circum-vesuviana; power firm Isoluc Corsan; Deutsche Bank; COWI, Inros Lackner and GMP Architects; contractors Hochtief and Rizzani de Eccher; and Royal Boskalis Westminster, the lead reclamation contractor. 

   Meanwhile, Pamalakaya appealed to Frantz Knudsen, project director of Denmark-based Rambol Group, to back off from the project in Sangley Point in Cavite City because it would be detrimental to thousands of fishermen and urban poor residents in the area. Knudsen and his team of European airport construction experts are expected to arrive in the Philippines in November to work on the feasibility study of the country’s newest international airport and seaport that the ARRC plans to build.

   Pamalakaya vice chairperson Salvador France also called on the government to cancel the project and order the Rambol Group to abort the feasibility study. He pointed out that 26,000 fishing families from Bacoor to Cavite City will be displaced from their main source of livelihood once Malacañang agrees with foreign investors and financiers of the Sangley Point Reclamation Project in the Cavite Peninsula. The government should shelve the project and instead think of better ways on how to resolve hunger and poverty plaguing the coastal areas and fishing villages of the province, he said.   (
 

PHILIPPINES: MACTAN RESORTS 
AFFECTED BY OIL SPILL 
[CDN: 20.8.13; 22.8.13] – ON 16 August, the entire province of Cebu was placed under a state of calamity as the oil spill from the sunken 2GO passenger vessel spread to beach resorts in Mactan island as well as mangroves and fishing villages of Cordova town. In Lapu-Lapu City some resorts advised their guests to avoid swimming in the beach where specks of oil could be seen in the water. The city government announced a coastal clean-up and  donation drive for used bedsheets and linens to mop up the oil. 

   A full-scale clean-up is needed to contain leaks from the cargo hold of the sunken MV St. Thomas Aquinas vessel  which had 160,000 liters of fuel and lubricants, an operation that could take several weeks or months, as officials assess the damage to marine life and tourism. 
   “The calamity declaration is timely because the effect does not just concern Cordova but other towns and cities as well,” Gov. Hilario Davide III said. The resolution of the Provincial Board declared a state of calamity “due to the ill effects of the collision between MV St. Thomas Aquinas of 2GO and Sulpicio Express Siete especially the oil spill affecting several barangays in the province of Cebu.” 

   In Cordova town, 500 ha of mangroves in six barangays were damaged by the oil slick, according to the Depart-ment of Environment and Natural Resources.  Mangroves serve as nurseries for fish, a rich ecosystem for other marine life and a buffer against tidal surges. 

   Streaks of oil came from the MV St. Thomas Aquinas of 2GO which quickly sank to the bottom of the sea off Lawis Ledge in Talisay City. Governor Davide said the province would send food supplies to distressed fisherfolk families in Cordova and Talisay city. “We will first attend to the needs in Cordova because in a meeting with Mayor Adelino Sitoy, we learned the oil spill has reached their fishing grounds and many were not able to go on with their livelihood,” Davide said.   ( 

THAILAND: ‘FATHER OF PHUKET TOURISM’ ISSUES WARNING

[PN: 3.8.13] - WICHIT na Ranong – known to many on Phuket as the Father of Phuket Tourism – has weighed into the growing debate over the industry on the island, slamming greed and delivering “a last warning” to the island that it must clean up its act. Interviewed by the Thai-language magazine Saphan Hin, Wichit, whose family owns the Pearl Hotel in Phuket Town and the Indigo Pearl Resort at Nai Yang Beach among other businesses said that the lack of any real tourism planning had allowed the island to spiral “out of control”. The result is general disorganization, with deteriorating environment: dirty and unorganized beach areas, airport congestion, traffic jams, negative impact on local people and other problems. 
   In the 1980s, recognizing that the tin industry on Phuket was in permanent decline, Wichit led the drive to develop a new industry, namely tourism, to take its place, and successfully lobbied the government to support the establishment of the island on the tourism map.
   “Tourists want to come to Phuket, which has resulted in more and more business people wanting to invest in Phuket, establishing hotels, restaurants and other busi-nesses,“ said Wichit. “But people’s greed has grown, which has resulted in their good-heartedness shrivelling and criminality growing. The problems have been evident for a while, manifesting in environmental degradation and a rising tide of criticisms from tourists, and growing bad effects on ordinary local people. Tourism should not have a negative impact on local people.”

   He warned that Phuket may no longer be counted as a world class tourism destination because of a slide in the overall quality of the destination.

   “Most of the governing bodies in Phuket, unfortunately, don’t understand tourism development in depth yet and there is no evidence that they have engaged any expert for advice,“ he said. “They may know tourism from the tourist’s perspective, but do not consider the view of professional tourism administrators to manage the desti-nation. This has created a concern as they have both money and authority, but fail to do their job thoroughly. Moreover, governors appointed by the Central Govern-ment come for just a short period of time and move on. How could they solve the problems in such a time frame? 

   „I have heard many people say they come and they go but the problems stay,“ Wichit argued. “The old problems remain unsolved and the new ones are accumulating.“   (
WILL VIETNAM BECOME A 
GAMBLING GETAWAY?
[TNN: 12.8.13] – THE five-star casino-resort The Grand - Ho Tram Strip, which opened on 26 July in Vung Tau as part of a US$4.2-billion tourist development aimed at attracting foreign visitors, has become the sixth casino in Vietnam. A casino-building spree seems looming across the country, where entry barriers for foreign investors are much higher than in neighboring countries, as the government looks to significantly boost tourism and tax revenues amid the economic crisis. 

   Vietnam has been on the interest radar of international casino developers who consider Asia an emerging gaming engine as the gambling markets in the US have stagnated. But experts say Vietnam’s current policies do not bode well for its casino industry. “There is not much thought put in the casino model as with Singapore's models,” said Amruta Karambelkar, a Vietnam expert based in India.

   Vietnam bars its own citizens from entering casinos and the investment threshold in the country is US$4 billion, higher than in neighboring countries.

   Singapore has no such minimum and neither does Macau, the world's biggest casino market. In the Philippines, Manila's threshold is US$1 billion, and the market there is 80% domestic. There are no minimum investment levels for outside of Manila. 

   “On top of the lack of a critical mass market, Vietnam does not have a proper gaming regulatory environment yet nor a liberal financial regime which are both fundamental requirements,” said Ben Lee, managing partner of IGamiX Management & Consulting Ltd in Singapore. “Why would banks lend to massive projects when the developers can't even show the right documentation in terms of licenses [or] ability to transfer funds?” he said.
   Of six casinos in Vietnam, four are located in the north, including two in Lao Cai and Quang Ninh provinces bordering China, enabling Vietnam to pull in increasingly affluent Chinese gamblers. While experts acknowledged that Vietnam's proximity to China does play a crucial role in drawing casino companies, they also say that any gaming projects in Vietnam will be aimed squarely at VIPs/high rollers from overseas. They say this business model is extremely risky, as not only is the business itself subject to extreme volatility due to seasonality and air access factors, but without the local mass to give the casinos that busy feel, the foreign VIPs may not return after their first visit.

   Vietnamese provincial governments seem to be convinced that casinos are silver bullets that help boost tourism and develop hitherto isolated areas. They see benefits for locals as the creation of jobs and increased tourism dollars. A vivid example of such philosophy is the idea of building a casino on Dong Van Plateau in the northern mountainous province of Ha Giang. It was first mooted last April with some authorities saying interested investors could bid for it.

   But it did not win much support from related ministries and drew flak from conservationists who said if built, the casino would destroy the plateau, named a “global geological park” in 2010 as a hub of ethnic culture and a place where the geological history of the formation and development of the Earth can be easily retraced. The provincial government remained silent about it before raising the issue again at a meeting of local and central agencies in June. Local authorities sought to assuage fears of environmental damage, and touted it as a means that could lift locals out of  poverty. But in the most recent and perhaps most bizarre move, the top leader of Ha Giang said there was no sign that the casino would be built anytime soon.

   It is not clear how a casino would benefit the needy, and it turns out that Caritas Switzerland, an anti-poverty group that has been working in Quan Ba District (one of the four districts in Dong Van Plateau), said locals had not been consulted by the Ha Giang government on any plan for the Dong Van Geopark that included a casino resort.

   Trinh Le Nguyen, executive director of People and Nature Reconciliation, one of Vietnam's few locally based conservation groups, commented: “Therefore, sometimes local authorities take any project proposal without careful consideration of its sustainability. Not only environmen-tally but also economically and socially.”   (
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