Austrian study on Burma tourism creates controversy

Dear colleagues and friends,

All those who have followed the international campaigns over foreign investments and tourism in Burma – e.g. in the context of ‘Visit Myanmar Year’ and Lonely Planet’s Burma travel guidebook – know well that the discussions pro and contra a tourism boycott of military-ruled Burma have been fraught with conflicts of interest. The flaring up of a new controversy in Europe regarding the Burma report, entitled  “Golden Burma or Terra Non Grata?” and produced by Christian Baumgartner et.al. of the Austrian NGO Respect, is just a reflection of that. (The full text of the study can be downloaded at Respect’s website http://www.respect.at/media/pdf/pdf244.pdf ; the Chapters 1-6 and 8 are in German, and Chapter 7 Summary and Recommendations is in English).

The following materials shed some light on the ongoing debate. We start with a letter from Derek Tonkin to Tom Templeton in response to his recent Burma article in The Observer (UK). To give you a brief background: Mr. Tonkin was British Ambassador to Vietnam 1980-82 and to Thailand and Laos 1986-89. From 1994-2000, he was Chairman of Beta Mekong Fund Limited, a British venture capital investment fund for the six countries of the Mekong Region with strong interests in tourism-related business. For instance, in cooperation with the powerful Japanese EXE Corporation, the Beta Mekong Fund under Tonkin in the 1990s engaged in projects such as the US$63 Million Hotel Nikko Hanoi, followed by the Sakura Tower Yangon office building, the Sakura Residence Yangon serviced apartments and the Thiripyitsaya Sakura Hotel in Pagan, Burma (Source: http://exegroup.co.jp/about/intro-main.html). In recent times, Mr. Tonkin appears to have specialized on writing letters to the media, all of which argue for tourism and against sanctions in Burma. In one of his letters, Tonkin straightforwardly boasts as “the director of a company that invested in the mid-1990s in top-class tourist facilities throughout Burma.” (Use the keywords “Derek Tonkin and Burma” to enter yahoo.com’s search engine to retrieve letters to Asiaweek, The Times, The Irrawaddy and others.)

We then share a statement from Burma Campaign Austria in response to Mr. Tonkin’s letter to the Observer journalist. Attached is a fact sheet that outlines BC-A’s experiences with the Respect team and explains why their Burma tourism study should not be seen as a “balanced” research. BC-A is part of an alliance of European civil society organizations that support the struggle for freedom and democracy in Burma. Since January, BC-A has also been spearheading international actions to prompt Austrian Airlines/Lauda Air stop their Burma flights – a campaign that has  meanwhile been joined by many other European groups, such as Burmakommitten in Sweden; the Norwegian Burma Committee; the Danish Burma Committee; Burma Campaign UK; Burma Action Ireland; Burma Initiative Asienhaus in Germany; Burma Bureau Germany; Info-Birmanie in France; Association Suisse Birmanie in Switzerland; the Belgium-based Euro Burma Office; Assistenza Birmania in Italy; Burma Campaign Austria; and Burma Center Netherlands .

Yours,

Anita Pleumarom

Tourism Investigation & Monitoring Team 

-----------------------------------

LETTER FROM DEREK TONKIN CMG, 

Adviser-Asian-Pacific Affairs, Surrey, UK 

TO: 

Tom Templeton

The Observer

Guardian House

119 Farringdon Rd

London EC1R 3JT

Date: 5 August 2003

Dear Tom,

I read your article in last Sunday’s “Observer” with interest.

The attached are the Conclusions and Recommendations of an Austrian Think-Tank which looked at the pros and cons of tourism to Burma and concluded, in March 2003 or before Daw Suu Kyi’s recent arrest, that they doubted that tourist isolation and boycott would help to resolve Burma’s problems. The Institute had come under strong pressure to support the boycott.

The full text of the study (in German) is available at:

http://www.respect.at/media/pdf/pdf244.pdf
It is worth downloading the full text because there a number of tables (in English) which suggest that the current level of tourism to Burma is much less than suggested in your article, and that the financial benefits to the junta have also been exaggerated. There are also good quotations from James Mawdsley (who was imprisoned in Burma) and the Moustache Brothers troupe urging visitors who would understand Burma and the suffering of the people to go to Burma, to see and be seen - just as the Dalai Lama counsels visitors to Tibet.

It is right to be passionate, even intolerant about dictatorships, but too much spin undermines a case. My own view is that the arguments for and against tourism to Burma  are much more equally balanced than campaigning groups suggest. At the end of the day I am not in favour of isolation, especially as most ordinary Burmese appear to welcome contact with foreign visitors, and disagree with Daw Suu Kyi on the boycott, however much they clearly admire and respect her.

The Germans, French, Spaniards, Austrians and Italians - to mention some of our EU partners - clearly think that we are dotty about the tourist boycott. The EU pays lip service to a ban on senior tourist officials, but as regards the boycott, there is no common EU line and Britain is very much out on a limb. 

Despite strong US sanctions against Burma, there is no evidence (yet) that the US is seeking to dissuade US travellers from going to Burma, as this would I imagine conflict with US notions of freedom of movement and freedom of choice.

I should explain that I have visited Burma in recent years, and met Daw Suu Kyi in December 1999, and told her why the investment fund of which I was Chairman at the time, the Beta Mekong Fund, had decided to liquidate its pilot investments in Burma in the tourist, real estate and natural resources sectors. Quite simply, they were not profitable, there was too much bureaucracy and the system of multiple exchange rates made accounting a nightmare. Daw Suu was delighted, and asked me to make sure that the Generals understood. I did, and they did.

Quite where the Foreign Office will get by summoning UK travel agents and operators and urging them to abandon their Burma business interests to their continental competitors I do not know, but I would expect the Foreign Office to get a pretty dusty answer. 

The Institute’s study provides a perfectly respectable case for every UK travel agent or operator so inclined  to continue to advertise tours to Burma, but as the study makes clear, there should be much better information provided to travellers about the situation in Burma than appears in most publicity materials.

I have, by the way, copied this letter by e-mail to as many ABTA and non-ABTA travel agencies and operators interested in Burma as I can find, so that they can sharpen up their arguments when assailed by my former colleagues.

[I am on holiday 6 – 10 August and 19 – 24 August 2003.]

Yours sincerely,

Derek Tonkin
British Ambassador to Thailand 1986-89

Chairman Beta Mekong Fund Ltd 1994-2000

RESPONSE FROM BURMA CAMPAIGN AUSTRIA TO DEREK TONKIN

Tue, 12 Aug 2003 05:51:07 -0700 (PDT)

From:  "Burma Campaign Austria" <burma_campaign_austria@yahoo.com> 

Subject: Burma-boycott, Observer; Respect-report

To: d.tonkin@btopenworld.com

To

Mr. Derek Tonkin

Adviser – Asian Pacific Affairs

Heathfields

Guildford, Surrey GU3 3PU

UK

Dear Mr. Tonkin,

Having read your letter to the tom Templeton of the Observer I think you will be quite interested to read something about the background of Respect as well as their performance in this matter up to now.

In Austria several journalists were interested to present this report as it is in fact in favour of the prompotion of flights to Burma by Austrian Airlines/Lauda Air. But after having got these informations they dropped the issue immediately. Till now only the communications department of AUA used the report, but not the media. I think they got the point.

Yours sincerely,

Peter Schneider

+++++++

Burma Campaign Austria

Information on Respect and their report on Burma

Following the ongoing boycott campaign against Austrian Airlines (AUA) and their subsidiary Lauda Air because of flights to Burma the Austrian NGO Respect (www.respect.at) stepped in the discussion and gave a controversal statement that despite grave problems concerning human rights in Burma a tourism boycott is

not the adequate answer.

Respect is an Austrian NGO claiming to provide information on sustainable tourism. They recently produced a report denying the effectiveness of a tourism boycott against Burma. This report is nowadays presented by interested users as „balanced“.

Interested users in this matter have been for example the communications department of Austrian Airlines, the only European airline serving Burma, and a former British ambassador to Thailand now investment consultant for Burma in a letter to the Observer newspaper.

Burma Campaign Austria experienced their „balanced views“ very soon. On Jan. 2nd 2003, two months before the „independent auditors“ of Respect actually went to Burma, we received a statement from Respect that we should stop further campaigning until they were back from Burma and had produced their report. Here is the statement from Mr. Baumgartner, chief executive of Respect: 

„Den Bericht stellen wir Ihnen im Anschluss wie schon versprochen gerne zur Verfügung. Im Gegenzug möchte ich Sie ersuchen, ihre Boykott-Aufrufe und Aussendungen bis zur Fertigstellung unseres Berichts im Februar 2003 zu unterbrechen. Christian Baumgartner“ (From: Christian Baumgartner <christian.baumgartner@respect.at>, Date: Thu, 2 Jan 2003 14:30:12 +0100, >To: burma_campaign_austria@linuxmail.org, Subject: Re: BURMA-BOYKOTT: KAMPAGNE GEGEN AUA-LAUDA AIR)

After we, of course, had not accepted their strange offer to send us the report for stopping our campaign for two months another person contacted us. We stated

that it is at least „strange“ that they claim to be independent if they have a cooperation agreement with Austrian Airlines, their trip is paid by the tour organizer Tai Pan and they demand a two month cancelling of the campaign. Answering they did not deny that their trip was paid by Ta Pan to the full extent, and that optics seem to be strange. Anyway they denied to have a cooperation agreement with AUA, just a cooperation and accepting sponsoring. Here is the 2nd statment from Respect:

„Was die Finanzierung unserer Flüge durch Tai Pan betrifft, so mögen Sie recht haben, dass dies "optisch" einen "komischen" Eindruck erweckt,...“ (From: Astrid Winkler <astrid.winkler@respect.at, Date: Thu, 16 Jan 2003 15:20:40 +0100)

Their report is to be doubted as an independent source also because of the following facts:

1.their trip to Burma was paid by the Austrian travel agency Tai Pan (www.taipan.at) which is the most important tour organizer and promotor for tourism to Burma in Austria. They advertise Burma as an unspoiled paradise to be consumed with a glass of champagne in your hand during sunset.

2.member of their advisory committee is Austrian Airlines represented by Dr. Herbert Koschier (Mitglied des Fachbeirats), Austrian Airlines – Austrian Airtransport, e-mail: herbert.koschier@aua.com (see www.respect.at/content.php?id=97&m_id=166)

3.member of their board is Ruefa Österreich, a major travel agency chain in Austria heavily promoting Burma as a destination. We have contacted all branches of Ruefa to drop Burma with no result at all. See www.respect.at/content.php?id=133&m_id=1

4.another memeber of their board is Elisabeth Rehulka (Mitglied des Beirats) representing the „Österreichischer Reisebüro- und Reiseveranstalterverband ÖRV“, the federation of travel agencies in Austria. Of course all agencies selling flights of AUA and travels to Burma are members of the ÖRV.

In a last statement from Respect they gave as the reason for this report: after the beginning of the boycott campaign against AUA and the travel agencies the board demanded such a report. As travel agencies are members of the board and it is „scientifically“ advised by among others Austrian Airlines there is no reason to regard such as document as „independent“ or „balanced“.

In case you need more detailed informations on correspondence with Respect, Austrian travel agencies or on the general campaign feel free to contact us at

burma_campaign_austria@yahoo.com

=====

Burma Campaign Austria

Wielandgasse 2-4

A - 1100 Wien

Email: burma_campaign_austria@yahoo.com

Fax: +43 (0) 820 / 555 85 0777

For a free and democratic Burma. 

--------------------------------

NOTE: The articles introduced in this Clearinghouse do not necessarily represent the views of the Tourism Investigation & Monitoring Team (tim-team).

