Maldives hit by political turmoil – democracy activists call for a tourism boycott
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MALDIVES GOVERNMENT REJECTS CALLS FOR TOURISM BOYCOTT

Aug 26, 04 | 10:52 am

The government of the Maldives has condemned calls for a tourism boycott of the Indian Ocean island nation, and said it would be the worst thing that could happen to the country. A minister said a boycott would not speed up the pace of democratic progress, which was already under way because of the government's commitment.

The Maldives government has also clarified its position on a

disturbance that led to the arrest of hundreds of people recently in a crackdown on political dissent. Hundreds of people held a demonstration outside the police headquarters in the capital Mal้ to protest at the arrest of several politicians and on the second day, police moved in to disperse the crowd. The Maldivian president later made a statement describing the incident as mob violence. The British government sent a message expressing concern at the actions of the police in attacking people taking part in a peaceful protest.

The Maldives minister of tourism, Hon. Hassan Sobir, was in London to hand a report of the incident to a minister at the UK Foreign and Commonwealth Office.

He gave an interview to eTurbo News London correspondent, David Browne, to respond to reports carried in earlier editions of eTurbo News.

He denied that a pro-democracy movement had been crushed. “We are not used to violence or mobs in our country. This is a very peaceful place. Unfortunately what is being seen around the world is also being seen in the Maldives as well,” Mr. Sobir told eTurbo News. He explained that the authorities were concerned that the demonstration was perceived as the start of a Islamic revolution or coup against the government of President Gayoom, so it had to be dealt with firmly.

Mr. Sobir said his government was concerned that Muslim fundamentalists had interfered with the demonstration and stirred up the crowd and this gave rise to the violence, which according to media reports included the torching of a government building and the stabbing of two police officers.

“We are embarked on a democratic process already, by evolution, not revolution. We have achieved a certain level of economic development in the country and the President has initiated a reform program," he said.

“Unfortunately the media does not understand this problem very well, because the way it is being reported in some newspapers and channels, they say a pro-democracy movement is being crushed. This is the kind of terminology that has appeals in the western world.”

Questioned about calls for a tourism boycott of the Maldives, reported in eTurbo News on August 22, Mr. Sobir said a boycott of the Maldives would not speed up the democratic process, but would instead play into the hands of Muslim fundamentalists who regard tourism as a Western evil. “We want to be a moderate Islamic state,” he said, and explained that, for example, women were being encouraged to work in the tourism industry, which fundamentalists would not tolerate.

He said that in any country where a tourism boycott had been used, notably Myanmar/Burma, it had failed to achieve any significant change and had not led to greater democracy. “A boycott of tourism would be like cutting down the branch you are sitting on,” he said. “Ordinary people would suffer the most. It would be the worst thing you could do to a country.”

He said tourism has brought prosperity and benefited all the people of the Maldives. “Tourist dollars have transformed the lives of ordinary people. The social fabric has changed. You have only to look at the social indicators to see that enormous progress has been made to lift our nation out of poverty. Life expectancy has increased from 46 years in 1973 to 73 years today, so we have extended our own lives by 30 years in 30 years of tourism development. Infant mortality rates have improved and literacy has improved. We have eradicated diseases like malaria and leprosy, there is education for all,” Sobir told eTurbo News.

He said tourism had lifted the Maldives from the least developed nation status to a middle-income nation. “Many wealthy countries still have some poverty, even the oil-rich nations of the middle east. You find poverty in the United States and in the UK as well,” said Sobir, “but the kind of abject poverty you are talking about, we don’t have that any more.”

He rejected the idea that tourism wealth was reserved to a few rich people who controlled the hotels and resorts. He said the general population benefited from a trickle-down effect of improved prosperity and a better life for all because of tourism development. “One third of the population, 120,000, are in school,” said Sobir. “How is that being achieved? You do not find that level of education in other countries of the region. We are a small island country but we have become the envy of the world in many ways.”

By David Browne 

LONDON (eTurbo News)
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EU DIPLOMATS BEGIN “FACT-FINDING MISSION” IN RESTIVE MALDIVES

23 August 2004

European diplomats began a fact-finding mission in the Indian Ocean resort nation of

the Maldives Monday where President Maumoon Abdul Gayoom has clamped a state of emergency to curb pro-democracy rallies.

The diplomats who arrived here Sunday had asked to see key dissidents locked up by Gayoom following the August 13 demonstrations here in the capital island that led to the state of emergency, diplomatic sources said.

Meanwhile, Gayoom sent a special envoy to the Sri Lankan capital, Colombo, to explain the unrest in the Indian Ocean atoll which is South Asia's most expensive tourist destination.

Sri Lankan diplomats said the Colombo government had expressed "serious concern" about the crackdown and envoy Ahmed Abdullah was due to meet with Sri Lankan leaders in Colombo Monday.

The main Maldivian dissident group, the Maldivian Democratic Partyoperates from Sri Lanka.

MDP leader Mohammed Latheef Monday asked the Indian government to do more to help resolve the situation in the Maldives, saying, "The sad part is that the Indian government doesn't seem to be concerned about the plight of the people (of Maldives)".

"There is an obligation for the Indian government to show a little bit more concern. They can't just say it's an internal matter," he said from New Delhi, where he fled to last week amid mass arrests of Maldivian protesters.

European nations have asked Maldivian authorities to give them free access to activists, including prominent MDP members, detained following the pro-democracy demonstrations here in the Indian Ocean atoll.

Gayoom's office last week said the Male authorities had asked the European Union to dispatch a mission here, but the diplomats said they initiated the visit.

Diplomats said they had requested to visit the detention centre where seven parliamentarians and a member of the Maldivian Human Rights Commission are being held.

The government has said it arrested 185 people and has accused the country's pro- democracy movement of seeking to stage a coup against Gayoom, Asia's longest serving leader who has been at the helm since 1978.

Last week, a British member of the European Parliament, Nirj Deva, supported an appeal by Maldivian dissidents for tourists to boycott the nation of 1,192 coral islands.

"The truth is, far from being the majestic paradise promoted by scores of glossy brochures in travel agents up and down High Street across the United Kingdom, the Maldives is a land of torture, oppression and murder," Deva said.

The unrest in the capital caused no disruption to tourism, the archipelago's main foreign exchange earner, residents said. Holidaymakers are usually ferried from the airport island to resorts by boat or seaplane without going through the capital, Male.

Gayoom declared the state of emergency after demonstrators took to the streets here to demand the release of political prisoners and greater democracy.

The capital of the tourism-dependent nation is still under a night curfew.

Text and Picture Copyright © 2004 AFP. All other copyright © 2004 EUbusiness Ltd. 
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MALDIVES CAMPAIGNERS URGE REFORM

Aug 23, 04 | 10:46 am

There are calls for a tourism boycott of the Indian Ocean paradise of The Maldives, following a crack-down on political dissent by opponents of the ruling President Gayoom. At the same time, an international campaign has been launched to highlight the inequalities of recent tourism wealth and on-going poverty amongst the majority of the 300,000 islanders.

The situation in the Maldives is to be discussed at a meeting of tour

operators trading with resorts and luxury hotel owners on the islands, and is to be raised in the European Parliament where there is to be a call for trade sanctions.

A protest last week against the detention of hundreds of political prisoners turned violent when police moved in to disperse the crowds in the Maldives capital, Mal้. As reported in eTurbo News last Wednesday, the UK government has sent a note expressing concern at reports of police attacks on demonstrators and the large number of arrests including political representatives. The Maldives benefits hugely from growing numbers of holiday-makers from Britain and the British government said it would be watching developments closely.

The trouble began when police used tear gas and a baton charge to break up a peaceful demonstration outside the police headquarters in Mal้. A crowd of about 5,000 had gathered to demand the release of political prisoners. The authorities released four prominent reformists, but this was not enough to pacify the protesters, who demanded the resignation of hard-line ministers and the chief of police.

The BBC described the demonstration as a sign of increasing frustration with the slow pace of political reform and democracy in the Maldives, and said the police action sparked off a riot with protesters setting fire to some government buildings.

The government imposed a state of emergency, and the BBC quoted a government spokesman saying it would be lifted “as soon as we find out which elements were trying to subvert the political process and incite violence”.

The Maldivian president told a meeting of the cabinet that life in Mal้ had returned to normal after the “mob violence” on the 12th and 13th of this month. He said that investigations into the events were making progress.

One of the reformists currently in detention is a former minister of tourism, Ibrahim Zaki, as reported in eTurbo News last week. Others include Gassim Ibrahim, a leading businessman in the tourism and hospitality sector, which is now a vital part of the Maldives economy but is largely controlled by the government.

Political parties are banned officially in the Maldives where President Maumoon Abdul Gayoom has ruled for 25 years, but the Maldives Democratic Party operates largely in secret and among exiles outside the country with a base in Sri Lanka and a support group known as Friends of Maldives, headquartered in England.

Opponents of the Gayoom’s government say it is responsible for arbitrary arrests, detention without trial and torture in prison. The government denies that there are any political prisoners in its jails.

Mr. Gayoom has invited the European Union to send a fact-finding mission to the Maldives to assess the impact of the recent disturbances. The countries of the EU are the biggest tourism market for the Maldives, and the government is concerned that reports of mob violence could deter visitors, which would have a bad effect on growth of a major part of the economy.

Mr. Gayoom has also had talks with the head of the British Commonwealth, Don McKinnon who had phoned to enquire about last week’s incidents. Gayoom said he would not let “fundamentalist elements and other extremists” derail the reform agenda that he had set out earlier this year.

The Maldivian Democratic Party (MDP) has called for foreign tourists to stay away from the Maldives and accused the government of ordering the detention of 300 opponents and political dissidents.

“We are asking for a boycott of the Maldives,” said MDP spokesman Mohamed Latheef, speaking to reporters in the Sri Lankan capital, Colombo. “This is not something we have done before because 60 to 70 percent of the economy was linked to tourism,” he said.

The MDP claims that foreign currency earnings and profits from tourism go to a handful of Gayoom’s supporters while the majority of the population suffer poverty and malnutrition. “While you enjoy the beaches of the Maldives, don’t forget that Gayoom is torturing his people,” added Latheef.

The call for a tourism boycott has received the support of a British member of the European Parliament, Nirj Deva. Mr. Deva, who represents South-East England in the European Parliament, told reporters that in his view, tourism was underpinning the lavish lifestyle of President Gayoom and his closest friends.

“The truth is, far from being the majestic paradise promoted by scores of glossy brochures in travel agents up and down the High Streets across the United Kingdom, the Maldives is a land of torture, oppression and murder.”

Mr. Deva explained that 77,400 British, 106,400 Italian and 77,600 German tourists visited the Maldives in the past year, paying an average of US$200 per night in luxury hotels. “They are supporting a tyrannical regime where 329,000 people are scrounging out an existence on less than sixty cents a day,” he said.

“Whilst many have a vision of the Maldives as a land of relaxation and peace, few are aware of the true state of the nation. The only way to guarantee the fall of this evil regime is for the tourist trade, which funds the gold-plated taps in Gayoom’s many mansions whilst the citizens of the country starve, to cease immediately.”

The boycott calls have come just as a campaign was starting to urge the Maldivian authorities to spread the benefits of tourism more evenly. The London-based NGO and research organization, Tourism Concern, has called a meeting of tour operators trading in the Maldives, to be held in London next month.

Tourism Concern does not support a boycott, which it fears would worsen the poverty and living standards of local people even more.

It has launched a campaign to draw attention to the need for corrective action to reduce the inequalities of tourism wealth co- existing with dire poverty in the island nation.

“There are major disparities between the living conditions of the privileged and of the Maldivian islanders who live in poverty,” said a spokesman. “The income from the resorts rarely reaches those who need it and benefits the select few, including the government in the form of taxes. State management of tourism protects these systems and ensures local communities are denied access to the benefits of tourism.”

In a briefing paper, Tourism Concern says local people are unable to speak out because of the repressive government and conditions where they are faced with imprisonment and possible torture. The aim of Tourism Concern’s campaign is to identify and effect change in tourism to improve living conditions and the human rights of local communities in the Maldives. Tourism Concern’s campaign is backed by Friends of Maldives, a group of exiled Maldivian democrats and their supporters, who also oppose an outright tourism boycott.

President Gayoom is credited with modernizing the economy of the Maldives and turning it from dependence on fishing to earning foreign exchange from tourism. In statistical terms, earnings per head of population in the Maldives are now the highest in South Asia and the country is recognized on paper as “successful.” But research by Tourism Concern has highlighted the fact that only a small minority of the population has actually felt any economic benefit from the growth of tourism.

Over 90 percent of government tax revenue comes from import duties and tourism-related taxes. The government receives money in the form of a so-called bed tax from resorts islands, guest houses and yachts. The bed tax is set to rise from US$ 6.00 per day to US$8.00 per day from November. A small group of companies and families own most of the tourism resorts, including Universal Enterprises, which owns eight resort islands and the Villa Group which owns five resorts.

The government has launched a bidding process on a further 11 islands for development into luxury tourist resorts. International observers are concerned that there is not sufficient transparency in the bidding process and fear that the vast sums of money involved could end up in private hands. Leases on the resort islands are estimated to make about US$40 million per year, which could make a huge impact on the quality of life of Maldivians if it was properly accounted for. 

The contrast between the wealth created from tourism and the poverty of most local people has been highlighted also by a recent report from the United Nations, which says 42 percent of the population of the Maldives live on less than US$1.17 per day, and half of those are significantly below the generally accepted international poverty threshold of US$1.00 per day. “The Maldivian people face a nutritional situation more acute than sub-Saharan Africa,” says the report of the UN Development Assistance Framework.

In its briefing paper, Tourism Concern says local Maldivians are terrified to speak out openly because they risk imprisonment and torture. “This has been illustrated by Amnesty International, Reporters without Borders, International Pen, the BBC and other media reports. In the past decade, dozens of people including politicians, journalists, and others protesting government policies have been detained arbitrarily in defiance of their fundamental right to freedom of expression and assembly,” says Tourism Concern.

The meeting of UK tour operators trading in the Maldives is set for Monday, September 13 in the House of Commons within the UK Parliament in London. The plight of Maldivians is also to be raised in the Foreign Affairs Committee of the European Parliament in Brussels, where MEP, Nirj Deva, will be leading a call for EU trade sanctions and a travel ban to be imposed while President Gayoom remains in power in the Maldives.

Meanwhile, the government of the Maldives has announced it has set up a "task force" to investigate the activities of MDP following the call in Sri Lanka for a tourism boycott of the Maldives. The government statement described the MDP as an illegal organization.

The tourism minister, Hassan Sobir said the task force would study the impact the activities of the MDP and other campaigning groups may have on the Maldives tourism industry and decide on what he called “remedial measures.” “These kinds of activities will affect the tourism industry of Maldives but at the moment it is difficult to assess to what extent the tourism industry will be affected," he said.

Some resort operators said they cannot accept any group which calls for any slow-down in the development of the Maldives tourism sector. "The committee will try to minimize the negative impacts as much as possible," said Dr Abdulla Mausoom, director of the Maldives Tourism Promotion Board.

By David Browne
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