Nepal’s tourism industry collapsing in the face of security fears

Dear colleagues and friends,

In today’s Clearinghouse, I’m sharing with you three reports about the latest tourism casualty, Nepal. Following the Maoist-imposed blockade of the capital, Kathmandu, the rebels have just deepened the tourism crisis by ordering the closure of a famous “ecotourism” resort in southern Nepal and bombing a hotel in Kathmandu. Instead of facing reality of increasing insecurity, however, tourism promoters and leading newspapers in Nepal have blamed the international media for exaggerating the recent political turmoil in the country.

Yours truly,

Anita Pleumarom

Tourism Investigation & Monitoring Team (tim-team)

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

http://news.scotsman.com/index.cfm?id=1059122004
The Scotsman, 9 Sept. 2004

MAOIST REBELS CALL TIME ON CHAMPAGNE SET 

By Thomas Bell 

IT WAS Nepal’s first tourist venture, with a guest book of A-list celebrities including the Prince of Wales, Kate Moss, Henry Kissinger and Mick Jagger, and attracted global attention by hosting the annual elephant polo world championships.

But the sun could be about to set on the carefree days of champagne and safaris at the British-owned Tiger Tops resort in southern Nepal, after Maoist rebels ordered its closure.

The business is one of 35 companies on a list rebels issued on Monday that targets firms they accuses of exploiting workers. Bombs exploded on Tuesday at the Malla Hotel in Katmandu, another company on the list.

The demand for the companies to close came three weeks after a bomb attack by Maoist rebels forced another 12 firms to suspend operations.

In a statement issued this week the rebels said: "Since the government and industrial enterprises have not fulfilled demands presented by our organisation so far, we announce indefinite closure of [an] additional 35 industries from 10 September."

A Nepalese source said the forced shutdowns were aimed at putting economic pressure on the government.

Yesterday, emergency talks between industry leaders and go-betweens for the Maoists to resolve the crisis ended without progress.

"You don’t take these things lightly," said a spokesman for Tiger Tops. "If the threat isn’t lifted tomorrow then we will have to close.

"We obviously wish to protect our staff, their families, our guests and the community in which we operate. We don’t want to cause any trouble in the village.

"We haven’t a clue [why we’ve been targeted] but Tiger Tops has always been quite a high-profile company down the years. We used to be in school text books [here]."

The cultural gulf between Nepal’s peasant revolutionaries and the international set that frequents the resort could hardly be more stark.

Tiger Tops stands on the edge of dense jungle in the Royal Chitwan National Park, an area famous for its one-horned Asian rhinos, wild elephants and Royal Bengal tigers. When it opened in 1964 it was the first tourism business in the country.

Over the years it has been a favourite hangout of the rich and famous, attracting other famous guests such as Jimmy Carter and the Duke of Edinburgh.

"Kate Moss came down those steps topless," recalled Jim Edwards, the resort’s owner, last year. "None of the staff batted an eyelid. I think she was a bit disappointed."

The resort began hosting the annual elephant polo world championships after Mr Edwards and a Scottish friend, James Mann-Clark, invented the sport in 1982.

"The first year was just a champagne picnic, great fun," Mr Edwards said.

The second year the event was sponsored by Cartier and included a team comprising Ringo Starr, the Bond girl Barbara Bach, Billy Connolly and the comic Max Boyce.

These days the championships are dominated by horse polo players, British Army officers, diplomats and an occasional aristocrat.

Players attending last year’s championships arrived at the resort’s private airfield, mounted elephants and rode across sweeping grasslands and a wide river to the tree houses and bungalows on the edge of the forest.

This is not the first time Tiger Tops has been targeted by the Maoists. In 2002 a bomb exploded at the resort’s Katmandu office, destroying a toilet, while in April this year the control tower at the airstrip was burned down.

The resort’s isolation and old-world charm means it has little choice but to take the latest threat seriously. The only communication with the outside world is by radio, the nearest telephone is two hours away by four-wheel-drive.

With Nepal’s 60,000-strong army stretched thinly protecting towns and roads, companies and their staff are vulnerable to intimidation.

Responding to the latest threats against businesses, Nepal’s home minister, Purna Bahadur Khadka, said: "My ministry will give necessary protection to help encourage the industries to continue working."

But a similar offer was not enough to reassure the 12 companies singled out by the rebels in August.

Other companies on the rebels’ latest list include a hydroelectric plant and a turpentine manufacturer. Industry officials said that the 35 firms employ 25,000 workers between them. The 12 companies that have already been forced to close employ 5,000 and are said to be running at a combined daily loss of ￡2.25 million.

The economic hardship follows a week-long blockade of Katmandu by the rebels last month. Nepal’s vital tourism industry is already in decline in the face of increasing security fears.

On Tuesday Indian officials said they had received intelligence of a Maoist hijacking threat to flights between Katmandu and India.

A Nepalese army officer said that by damaging the economy the rebels hoped to undermine the government and make it appear to be powerless. Fighting between rebels and government forces has escalated since peace talks broke down last year. The rebels are inspired by China’s Mao Zedong and want to replace Nepal’s monarchy with a communist state.

The Maoists control large swathes of the countryside in the desperately poor Himalayan nation and have had sufficient influence to enforce transport strikes in the capital.

Since walking out of peace talks last August, they have called a series of largely effective blockades of provincial towns and villages, attacking vehicles whose drivers defied their orders. The anti-monarchist revolt has claimed more than 10,000 lives, scared away investors and tourists and threatened the stability of multiparty democracy set up in 1990.

In eight years the rebels have made enormous progress. Starting from a small base in the western hills they have gained control of about 80 per cent of the country and mount regular bombings and shootings.

In one of the world’s poorest countries the Maoist leaders are able to attract illiterate peasants to their cause with talk of equality and a better life. When the revolution was launched in 1996, six years of democracy had done little or nothing to improve conditions in remote areas.

At first the government did little about the killing in distant districts, seemingly more preoccupied with tackling corruption and infighting.

The conflict escalated following the palace massacre of 2001, when Crown Prince Dipendra shot dead King Birendra and eight other members of the royal family in a drunken rage, putting the late king’s more activist brother Gyanendra on the throne.

A state of emergency was declared and the army was deployed against the rebels. The following year, further infighting led to the dissolution of parliament. A few months later King Gyanendra sacked the elected prime minister. Since then politics has stumbled from one crisis to another.

The government has called for peace talks, but the rebels have said they will only negotiate if the future of the monarchy is on the table. While King Gyanendra retains his influence that seems unlikely.

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

http://www.keralanext.com/news/?id=46871
Keralanext,  7-September-2004

INDIAN TOURIST TRAFFIC TO NEPAL DOWN 

Kathmandu - Despite Indian Airlines and Jet Airways announcing new promotional schemes, discounted fares and special packages, the number of Indians flying to Kathmandu continued to drop for the third consecutive month. 

According to the figures released by the Immigration Office at the Tribhuvan International Airport here, the Indian market, the biggest in Nepal, crashed by 22 percent.

The state-run Nepal Tourism Board (NTB) called August the third consecutive month that Indian visitor arrivals showed a "steady decline for the year". The NTB blamed the decline on the shutdowns called at various times.

Maoist insurgents had announced a blockade of Kathmandu Valley from Aug 18, keeping it up for seven days. They said they were lifting it for a month only to enable the government to meet their demands, which include disclosing the whereabouts of detained cadre, punishing the security personnel responsible for the extra judicial killing of workers and compensating their families. 

This created negative publicity for Nepal internationally - which might have Contributed to the drop in the number of tourists.

The number of tourists from the US, Britain and Germany also showed a decline. American tourists went down by 14 percent, and this could also be partly attributed to an advisory by the US government asking citizens to avoid Nepal unless strictly necessary.

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

http://www.nepalnews.com.np/contents/englishweekly/spotlight/2004/sep/sep03/national2.htm
Nepalnews, 3 – 9 Sept. 2004

SERIOUS FALLOUT  

The reports like ‘Kathmandu Under siege’ and ‘Bread-bombing’ could have severe effect on the tourism sector  

By SANJAYA DHAKAL  

The spate of negative publicity that was spread particularly by the foreign media in the wake of Kathmandu-blockade imposed by the Maoists could have a severe effect on the tourism sector.

Worse, the negative publicity has come just on the eve of the major tourism season (September-March) resulting in cancellations of pre-scheduled trips and volley of inquiries.

According to Nepal Association of Tour Operators (NATO) president Basanta Raj Mishra, 10 to 15 percent of the bookings have been cancelled followed by a huge number of inquiries related to Nepal situation by prospective visitors. He estimated that the damage could be worth US$ 4 to 5 million already.

Moreover, the slew of negative reports along with travel advisories by foreign embassies has compelled many visitors to turn away.

“The negative publicity that came in Indian media certainly would affect the visitors coming from that country,” said Hari Man Lama, chief executive of Incentive Tours and Sansui Treks. Almost one-third of tourists coming to Nepal are Indians. “We also have received cancellation of a number of groups who were to come here for trekking in September and October,” he added.

At an international press meet organized by the NATO in the wake of the negative publicity, tourism entrepreneurs called for a separate strategy to deal with the situation resulting from the travel advisories and negative publicity. The explosion of bomb in Hotel Soaltee did not help the matter.

The latest round of problem has come at a time when the tourism sector was poised to rebound after prolonged slowdown. In the first five months of the 2004, the tourist arrival had grown by impressive 42 percent. But the last one month saw it drop to 36 percent.

Tourism Minister Deep Kumar Upadhyaya has announced the formation of a ‘crisis management committee’ under his leadership to deal with the tourism-related problems.

Tek Bahadur Dangi, chief executive of the Nepal Tourism Board (NTB), adds that despite the conflict situation Nepal is still one of the safest destinations for tourists. In the last nine years of insurgency, not a single tourist has been physically targeted yet.

Tourism entrepreneurs have also expressed disappointment that the media while covering the Kathmandu-blockade failed to report that it did not apply to the tourists. The Maoists had said they would allow vehicles carrying tourists, among others, to ply safely even during blockade. Instead, the message that got out was that the city was virtually under siege with panic-stricken residents scurrying for basic necessities. One Indian media even reported that Indian officials were considering ‘bread-bombing’ the city – a fact that was later denied by the Indian embassy in Kathmandu.

Even the Charge d’Affaires of Indian Embassy in Kathmandu V.P. Haran conceded that the Indian media blew out of proportion the actual situation in Kathmandu during their recent reportage surrounding the ‘Kathmandu blockade by the Maoists.’ Speaking at the program organized by Tourism Ministry, NTB and NATO, Haran said that although the Embassy tried its best to convince the media representatives about the actual situation but in vain. “Since media is independent and free, we could do nothing over this issue,” he added.

“Apart from negative publicity by media, the government, too, failed to help the tourism sector. The government should have become more proactive to allay the misplaced fears,” said Lama.

The recent incidents are certain to have a dampening effect on the forthcoming tourist season. It could also affect in the golden jubilee celebration of the first successful ascent of Mount Cho Oyu in October to be organized by the Nepal Mountaineering Association (NMA).
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