Thailand’s filthy beaches revisited

Dear colleagues and friends,

Thailand’s regulatory authorities have finally acknowledged that as a result of rapid and uncontrolled tourism development, the country’s premier beaches and islands are far below satisfactory levels. As it shows, the frenzied promotion of “eco-tourism” has just led to the opening up of more fragile coastal ecosystems to the industry, whereas it has helped little to tackle environmental problems in the most popular beach resorts.  

Yours truly,

Anita Pleumarom

Tourism Investigation & Monitoring Team (tim-team)

------------
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PARADISE BURIED: Sea, sun, sand, surf and . . . an unholy stink

By Nantiya Tangwisutijit

None of Thailand's famed beaches actually qualify for a 5-star rating because they're still too filthy.

For the fifth year in a row, students at Dulwich International College in Phuket have led a campaign to clean up the rubbish and debris that careless locals and tourists have left on beaches all over this world-renowned holiday island.

Twelfth grade student Daphne Hsieh, 18, said before she came to Phuket from Hong Kong to study, she pictured the island as a "paradise" of clean, white sandy beaches where she could enjoy herself. The reality was wrenchingly different.

The young student is not the only one to have had her dreams shattered. Many Phuket residents and visitors feel the same because the island has undergone decades of heavy tourism development with little thought put into waste management.

When Hsieh coordinated the clean-up campaign in September, some 300 students and volunteers collected as much as 5,000 kilogrammes of rubbish in one day from five northern beaches alone.

Sadly, Phuket is only one of many beautiful beaches in Thailand where nature is not respected. In fact, the lack of far-sighted tourism planning, let alone investment in proper waste management facilities, has spoiled most pristine beaches and coastal areas around the country.

When the Pollution Control Department surveyed Thailand's 14 major tourist beaches earlier this year it found that none of them fully met its stringent criteria on proper management that would otherwise help maintain these natural resources in superb condition.

In measuring the quality of beaches, the department relies on five major yardsticks - coastal water quality (coliform bacteria from sewage and sediment); volume of rubbish (in the water, on the beach and in nearby communities); quality of sand and sand dunes; coastal erosion and quality of coral reefs; and coastal land uses and problems caused by construction work.

The best beaches would have got the highest-possible five stars, but none qualified. Most of them are in the middle rank of four stars: Had Sai Kaew (Samed Island), Hua Hin, Chaweng (Samui Island), Karon (Phuket) and Had Yao (Phi Phi Islands).

Eight other most visited beaches found to have slightly lower quality are given three stars. These are Pattaya, Bang Saen (Chonburi), Cha-am (Petchburi), Wanapa (Rayong), Lamai (Samui), Patong (Phuket), Lo Dalum (Phi Phi) and Ton Sai (Phi Phi).

A big surprise is that Jomthien Beach was found to the worst among the 14 beaches, getting only two stars. Jomthien's low ranking is in contrast to the general public's belief that the beach is relatively cleaner than nearby Pattaya beach in terms of seawater quality.

Such a disclosure should disturb many local visitors who tell people they dare not risk swimming in Pattaya, but would prefer to drive to nearby Jomthien.

A Pollution Control Department official, who asked |not to be named, said Jomthien's situation has changed significantly in recent years due to the large number of development schemes.

As for Pattaya - one of Thailand's earliest beaches developed for large-scale commercial tourism over two decades ago - it was once regarded as a notoriously polluted beach in terms of water quality.

This was largely due to hotels, resorts, restaurants and residential buildings simply releasing untreated wastewater into the sea. The water was so dirty that most swimmers developed skin rashes.

However, Pattaya is today ranked a cleaner beach than Jomthien, and continues to expand.

On the other hand, Jomthien was changed from a relatively quiet beach resort to a popular destination by the economic boom of the early 1990's. High-rise condominiums sprung up like mushrooms along its extended beachfront, catering mainly to Bangkokians wanting a weekend seaside home.

When the economic bubble burst in 1997, many of these projects were abandoned. But a few years later, new investors came onto the scene and converted |most of the unfinished high-| rise structures into hotels to cater to the unrelenting growth in tourism.

Wastewater management became a big issue for Jomthien because what were intended as week-end residential buildings became large-scale tourist facilities and commercial complexes, said Niti Kongkrut, manager of the Tourism Authority of Thailand's (TAT) Pattaya office.

In principle, hotels are subject to stricter pollution control regulations and they're supposed to pay more for wastewater treatment than residential buildings.

In a bid to manage its wastewater properly, Pattaya city built its first central wastewater treatment plant nearly four years ago, requiring all major hotels to discharge wastewater for treatment at its plant.

To reduce treatment fees, some hotels installed their own primary water-treatment facilities.

While Pattaya now seems to have managed its wastewater properly, other tourist beaches appear to be copying its earlier missteps.

Senator Khunying Chodchoi Sophonpanich, who has received several complaints about worsening pollution and encroachment on beaches, said she had found management at several tourist destinations to be irresponsible.

For instance, the renowned Phi Phi Islands in southern Thailand have long been plagued by environmental problems from poor waste management to encroachment of national park land.

Chodchai said the Pollution Control Department had built a central garbage incinerator and sewage treatment plant at a cost of Bt500 million for Phi Phi, but the facilities are not operational because of electrical supply problems.

As for Phuket, the senator is not sure if the three-star rating given to some beaches like Patong can be trusted because she had heard that many major hotels operated their wastewater treatment facilities only when officials came to inspect their sites.

In her opinion, the bigger issue is the government's misguided policy on tourism development as there has not been sufficient advanced planning to ensure that each popular destination has adequate environmental management facilities.

Environmental engineer and scuba-diving instructor Pornchai Leelanuparp echoes her view, saying government planners see natural beauty as purely a means to gain quick tourist money.

For instance Maya Beach in Krabi, his favourite, has been spoiled after being heavily promoted as the site for Leonardo DiCaprio's film "The Beach".

"The way [TAT] promotes tourism is like they are killing one golden goose after another. Visit any beach heavily promoted as a tourist attraction and you'll find it becoming less and less attractive," he said.

For Pornchai, a more fundamental issue lies in consumerism in which massive non- biodegradable waste is the earth's burden. "We're sort of following what I call the 'instant' lifestyle. That's why our tourism industry is basically based on artificiality and instant returns."
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