Gambling tourism destroys Cambodia’s social fabric

Dear colleagues and friends,

Gambling kingpins in the frontier town Poipet can see their business fortunes restored now that the Thai-Cambodia border is open again. But for many Thai workers and Cambodians here, their lives will still be mired in poverty. On 5 March 2003, the Cambodian government had closed two major border passes with Thailand in retaliation against Bangkok barring Thais from crossing in Cambodia, following anti-Thai rioting in Phnom Penh in January. 

KHAN SOPHIROM, of the Khmer-language newspaper ‘Koh Santepheap’ in Phnom Penh, investigated the impacts of border casinos and related tourism along the Thai-Cambodian border. We are presenting here a slightly shortened version of his report ‘Las Vegas in Cambodia’, which is a chapter in the new book ‘Invisible Borders – Reportage from Our Mekong’, published by the International Press Service (IPS) Asia-Pacific with support from the Rockefeller Foundation-Southeast Asia (Bangkok 2003). For more information on the IPS project ‘Our Mekong’ and other interesting stories from across the region, please visit the IPS news site http://www.ipsnews.net/mekong/index.shtml.  

Yours truly,

Anita Pleumarom

Tourism Investigation & Monitoring Team

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

GAMBLING TOURISM DESTROYS CAMBODIA’S SOCIAL FABRIC  

By Khan Sophirom

POIPET, a town in Cambodia’s northwestern O’Chreuv district by the border with Thailand, looks like the closest place to paradise in this country, but walking just 100 metres outside the casino zone leads one back into rural, poor Cambodia.

The roads and lawns around the seven luxury hotel-and-casino resorts in Poipet (an eigth is under construction) are well-manicured and street sweepers brush trash into neat piles all day long, while trucks spray water to keep the dust down. This water supply, by the way, does not go beyond the strip of casinos.

“Slippery and muddy roads are always there when it rains, and then they become dirt roads when it is dry and hot,” shrugs Lo Chan, a 36-year-old motorbike driver here.

Heaps of uncollected garbage lie along the roadside and local Cambodians eking out a living in the numerous shanties all over Poipet complain of a severe lack of clean drinking water. But the façade of modernity and comfort is enough to keep high-rolling gamblers coming – after all, 99 percent of the visitors here rarely venture outside the casino area.

On Saturdays and Sundays, from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m., hundreds of Thai tourists – who make up most of the foreign visitors here – pass the international border gate between eastern Thailand and western Cambodia and are transported to the casinos in air-conditioned mini-buses. 

More than 1,000 Thais cross the border every day, according to police officers in Sakaeo, whose Aranyaprathet district lies just across Poipet. For these high-rollers, who might gamble away in a single night an equivalent of a Cambodian worker’s lifetime earnings, every imaginable sensual pleasure can be found in Poipet’s casino enclave.

High-stakes clients, who have at least one million baht (US$23,800) to burn, are treated like royalty with offers of free accommodation in the best hotel rooms attached to the casinos.

Casinos are banned in Thailand, and Poipet is easily accessible by a three-hour drive from Bangkok. Crossing the border for an all-day, all-night or all-week gambling session is not much of a problem. Cambodian immigration authorities issue either 10-hour entry permits for Thais without a passport or week-long border passes for all passport holders with a valid Cambodian visa. 

And to make things easier, all of Poipet’s casinos also accept Thai baht.

The tax revenues from the casinos are big business for the Cambodian government, which in 2001 expected to collect 16 billion riel (about US$4 million). But this comes at a price. Prostitution, rampant drug-use and robberies are rife in the town.

While the casinos employ Cambodians – O’Chreuv district police records indicate that about 75 percent of the more than 4,000 casino employees are Cambodians -, the locals are barred from gambling. It is good that Cambodians are not allowed to play, but the question is, what good do the casinos really bring to the locals, asks Chea Vannath, president of the Social Development Centre.

Chan Tha is a 23-year-old sex worker who came to Poipet about six years ago, like many other Cambodians drawn by the prospect of a bustling town, tourists and travelers – and making a quick buck.

She was 16 or 17 then, her marriage had just ended and she needed money to feed her family in Svay Rieng. She says she has one to three clients – Cambodians – in a day, sometimes none, but can no longer live on the money she makes here. “After a week, when I get my salary from the brothel owner, I will go to O’smach.”

O’smach is another border area, one of four places in Cambodia that is home to casinos. In O’smach, a friend has told her, the money from sex work is better.

Then, there is the sex work inside the casinos, although non-government workers say they are hampered in their efforts to ascertain the number of prostitutes there because locals are banned from the gambling floor and out of fear of the mafia, who many say operate in the casinos.

“We don’t believe there are no sex workers in the casinos. It’s just that we are not clear whether they are Cambodians or foreigners, because we can’t enter the casinos,” said a worker with the Cambodian Women’s Crisis Centre.

But former NGO worker Sao Chhoeurth was more forthcoming on the connection between mafia gamblers in the casinos and human trafficking. “These guys are usually high-rollers and if they see a beautiful Cambodian woman, who usually is the croupier or someone working in the bar, they’ll approach the manager saying they want to have sex with her.”

Sao Chhoeurth went on. “The manager will obviously say yes because these gamblers spend huge sums of money. They then sleep with the woman who gets paid 2,500 baht (US$59,52) by each gambler.”

“That’s not the end of it,” added Sao Chhoeurth. “They try to entice her to move to Bangkok with lucrative job offers and a glamorous lifestyle. Of course, wanting a better life, she agrees, but only to find herself cheated and enslaved.”

Poipet homemaker Vong Chan Theoun said one of her casino friends was lured to Thailand under similar promises of a high-paying job and a luxurious life. “She left two years ago and we haven’t heard from her since then,” said Chan Theoun.

Many Cambodians in Poipet are reluctant to be named for fear of reprisals from the mafia in the casinos.

In January 2002, media reported a series of bomb blasts in the casino strip and insiders said they were targeted at a prominent Thai politician and his family who were at the Princess Hotel and Casino Resort. An influential gambling tycoon hid him and his family and later sent him back to Thailand under the protection of body guards.

As Chan Tha’s case shows, the rise of casinos has also caused a population boom in the frontier town. According to Poipet’s new commune clerk San Seang Hou,, appointed by the Ministry of Interior, the town’s population has increased to about 30,000 families from the 1998 National Census estimate of 9,244 families.

According to O’Chreuv district records, Poipet is now Cambodia’s largest commune with over 100,000 people. (The common councils were the creation of the French colonialists in 1908, helping to serve as administrative units to control the Cambodians and to raise taxes.)

But a medical aide in a district hospital in O’Chreuv said many Cambodians came to Poipet with false expectations. “Many hope to find jobs in the casinos, but end up being trafficked to neighbouring Thailand as illegal workers on construction sites or sex workers in brothels,” said the medical aide who did not want to be named. “A large number of Poipet’s current inhabitants are landless farmers who have come from communes in other provinces to escape unemployment and misery.”

He added: “Lots of children, too, have made their way here and they are either street beggars asking money from the huge number of foreigners going to the casinos or car park attendants demanding payment from the gamblers in order for their cars not to be stolen.”

“Most of these children have very poor education and don’t have the support of family members. Glue-sniffing and amphetamine use are rampant to drown the hunger, loneliness and lack of family love,” said the medical aide.

Poipet, during the Cambodian war, was a transit point for Cambodian refugees and a smuggling route for Thai traders operating in the Rong Kloeu market, located on the Thai side of the border facing Poipet.

Soon after the war in 1992, when Cambodia was administered by the United Nations, Poipet was opened as a border crossing on Route 5 on the way to Phnom Penh. In late 1998, Poipet was accorded the status of an international border gate between Cambodia and Thailand to facilitate overland trade and tourism between the two countries.

In that year, too, Cambodian Prime Minister Hun Sen embarked on a plan to promote foreign investment in the country by seeking overseas capital in casinos along the Thai-Cambodian border. Ironically, Hun Sen also closed all casinos operating in the vicinity of Phnom Penh and ordered them to be relocated at least 200 kilometres from the capital, saying these establishments were leading to increased crime and were involved in a spate of kidnapping of wealthy businessmen for ransom.

But one casino – the Naga Resort – run by the controversial Malaysian company Ariston, managed to stay put in the Cambodian capital after winning its battle against the government in a Phnom Penh court. In 1994, the government signed an agreement with Ariston permitting the company to run the only casino operation in Cambodia. However, other gambling permits were later handed out, so Ariston chose to settle for an agreement that made it the only casino operator within 200 km of Phnom Penh.

Poipet’s first casino, the Holiday Palace began operating in early 1999 and the Golden Crown Casino Hotel and Resort, with poker, baccarat, roulette and blackjack tables and slot machines, soon followed suit.

Within a span of two years, five other casinos sprang up – Grand Diamond Resort, Tropicana Resort and Hotel, Casino Star Vegas Resort, Holiday Poipet Resort and Princess Hotel and Casino – boasting luxury rooms, nightclubs, karaoke lounges, shopping centers and massage parlours.

Meantime, Thai authorities are becoming increasingly worried about the huge sums of money spent by their citizens in casinos in neighbouring countries. A study by the Bangkok-based Chulalongkorn University last year put that amount at between 71 and 84 billion bath (US$1.7 to 2 billion) a year.

The study added that gambling among Thais – who are only allowed to wage their bets, back home, on horse-racing and the government-run lottery – had become widespread and caused many people, especially those from the lower income levels, financial problems. It also said that the money channeled through different forms of gambling amounted to almost 40 percent of the local economy.

The district officer of Aranyaprathet, Seree Suasang Thong, said casinos are not good for Thais because many people lose their money and property, and gambling has destroyed many families.

Likewise, one villager in Balilay in Poipet mused, no one really gets rich by gambling. “If today you win, you have a good chance tomorrow. But tomorrow, you will lose more than you won yesterday, so nobody can win forever.”

While Poipet’s commune clerk San Seang Hou argues that the casinos provide jobs for Cambodians, opposition politicians and activists, however, question the government’s rationale for resorting to transnational gambling to spur economic growth – and voice their many worries about the high social cost of this policy.

“The present engine of growth are gambling, logging, drug trafficking, prostitution and cheap labour industries. This type of growth is not sound,” said former finance minister Sam Rainsy in a letter to a 2001 donors’ conference in Tokyo.

The social and environmental costs that are associated with this type of growth will translate into heavy economic costs in the coming years, resulting in the rise in criminality, natural disasters (flood and drought) resulting in crop destruction and food shortage, increasing drug addiction, the spread of AIDS and the destruction of the nation’s social fabric,” wrote Sam Rainsy, founder of a political party that bears his name.

In the local government elections in February 2002, the Sam Rainsy Party (SRP) won control of Poipet, and Sok Savann is now the leader of the commune council.

Sok Savann feels he is banging his head against the wall in trying to get information from the casinos – vital ones, like the amount of taxes they pay the government and the actual names on the gambling permits. “The casinos feel they are untouchable and local authorities just turn a blind eye. They feel we have no right to talk to them, despite being elected by the people,” he said.

“Whenever we want to meet the manager to discuss details like the amount of taxes they pay or how they receive their licences, we will be told that he’s either busy or not in the office,” added the SRP commune council chief. But Sok Savann issued a stern warning. “If they keep turning us away, we will consider putting a referendum to the people on whether there should be a moratorium on gambling.” 

Chean Vannath, the activist, argued that the casinos have sullied Cambodia’s reputation. “Casinos just breed crime and all kinds of bad elements are there under one roof. Why not get rid of all of them and look at other alternatives instead?” she asked.

“Cambodians are hardworking and honest and our country can be self-reliant through different means. It doesn’t have to be gambling and this country wasn’t built for gamblers,” she said.
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