Nepal and Burma – tourist destinations racked by political turmoil

Dear colleagues and friends,

When delegates of the UN World Tourism Organization (WTO) met in Phuket last week to approve an Action Plan for luring tourists back to the tsunami-affected Indian Ocean region, the WTO secretary-general Francesco Frangialli declared the tsunami “was the greatest catastrophe ever recorded in the history of world tourism” because the high number of foreign tourists and tourism industry workers who died. Meanwhile, Indian tourism minister Renuka Chowdhury spoke out strongly against travel advisories in relation to the tsunami disaster and called for a global media campaign to promote Asia as a “safe destination”, as if there were no problems at all. 

Indeed, if tourism authorities and businesses had their way, they would want all bad news affecting tourism growth be washed away like in a tsunami. Experience tells us they just hate any reports about harsh realities and human sufferings - e.g. resulting from natural disasters, diseases such as SARS and avian flu, political conflict, human rights violations and so on - because it does not fit into the images of “tourist paradise” or “peaceful holiday heaven” that they are selling for profit. 

Despite enormous efforts to hide the truth, human tragedies in the Third World are looming beyond the tsunami, and it is very likely that there will be more, rather than less, “discomfort” zones or “no-go” zones for tourists in future. 

For instance, while the world’s attention was primarily directed to the Indian Ocean catastrophe and its impacts, health officials were struggling hard with new outbreaks of bird flu in Vietnam and Thailand; in this context, the World Health Organization warned of the coming of a global pandemic, with the virus spreading in both birds and people, which could cause many more deaths and more devastation than the tsunami. If the worst-case scenario becomes reality, will the tourism ministers in concert with the corporate travel industry still campaign against media information and travel warnings to risk zones, which could put the lives of millions at risk?

Talking about “paradise-turned-hell”, we must also not forget the tremendous human sufferings from political violence and rights abuses in many parts of the world that have been targeted by the tourist industry. The articles in today’s Clearinghouse inform about the present situation in Nepal and Burma – both extremely beautiful but deeply troubled countries.  

Yours truly,

Anita Pleumarom

Tourism Investigation & Monitoring Team (tim-team)
---------------------------
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NEPAL KING’S ACTION TO WORSEN ECONOMY WOES

By Harbaksh Singh Nanda

UPI Business Correspondent

New Delhi, India, Feb. 3 (UPI) -- Nepal's King Gyanendra is either a bad economist or he has done his homework well. How else could he dump Prime Minister Sher Bahadur Deuba and snap communication links with the rest of the world when his tiny poor nation largely depends on tourism and foreign aid.

No power usurper in the world needs to be told that his power move would be decried by majority of democratic countries. Gyanendra was not oblivious to such an impending condemnation by the world, and he has taken his phone off the hook, knowing well that his action can turn off the financial inflow into his country.

Sandwiched between giant neighbors India and China, Nepal is one of the poorest nations in the world with an annual per capita income hovering around $250. At least 42 percent of people live below the poverty line, and 37 percent of Nepalese earn less than a dollar a day.

Most of the people can't afford two meals a day, and young girls from rural areas are often trafficked into the brothels of Katmandu, the nation's capital, and Calcutta and Bombay in India.

Illiterate young Nepalese men make their way into India to find household jobs that fetches them about $25 a month, part of which they send back home.

The ever-growing Maoist rebellion since 1996 has affected the country's beleaguered industrial sector. Maoist rebels, following Peru's Shining Path guerillas, control most of the country side and have threatened foreign companies in the past to close down their shops.

Besides insurgency, several other factors have also contributed to Nepal's underdevelopment, including its landlocked geography, rugged terrain, deficiency of natural resources, and poor infrastructure.

Corporate India, which has a presence in Nepal, remains in the dark, uncertain about the local situation in Katmandu after communications were cut off.

"Communications are disrupted. We do not have any information," a spokesman of India's largest conglomerate Hindustan Lever Ltd. said.

"We are watching the developments in Nepal closely. We will assess the impact over the next few days and take business decisions accordingly," a statement issued by the herbal medicines manufacturer Dabur Ltd. said.

A Coca-Cola India spokesperson said, "it's too early to comment. We are monitoring the situation." A franchisee bottler runs Coke operations in Nepal.

Last year the rebels had warned foreign companies to close up their shops. A five- star hotel was also attacked, leading to an exodus of foreigners from a country which largely depends on its tourism income.

Nepal's tourism industry accounts for 8 percent of Nepal's gross domestic product and is the third-largest revenue generator after agriculture and industry. Nepal is home to eight of world's 14 tallest peaks, including the tallest, Mount Everest. Its beautiful mountains attract millions of backpack travelers form across the world. However, several governments, including the United States, have issued travel warnings.

Nepal is also a favorite destination for honeymooners from India, but recent political developments have led to mass cancellations of hotel bookings and airline tickets. India's three national carriers have suspended flights to Katmandu.

"We were expecting this season to be booming, but it seems like destiny has something else in store for us," an unidentified Katmandu hotelier told an Indian television channel.

The tourism industry had suffered badly in 2000 after an Indian Airlines aircraft was hijacked in December 1999. The embassy Web sites of of several tourist-generating countries have posted warnings about the Maoist insurgency in Nepal.

An isolated, agrarian society until the mid- 20th century, Nepal entered the modern era in 1951 without schools, hospitals, roads, telecommunications, electric power, industry, or civil service. The country has, however, made progress toward sustainable economic growth since the 1950s and remained committed to a program of economic liberalization.

Foreign aid accounts for more than half of the development budget. Agriculture remains Nepal's principal economic activity, employing 80 per cent of the population and providing 37 percent of GDP. Rice and wheat are the main food crops.

Katmandu's export-oriented carpet industry has also been reeling under the Maoist insurgency, with not many buyers wanting to travel to the violence-wracked nation. India, which is Nepal's largest trading partner, has blasted King Gyanendra for muzzling democracy. New Delhi has snubbed Katmandu by refusing to attend this weekend's summit of seven South Asian nations, which has since been postponed.

The worst victims of all this political turmoil are Nepal's poor people, who are caught between rebels and inconsistent governments with 13 prime ministers in 14 years. The violence has led to loss of jobs and the economy is getting worse with each passing day.

It remains to be seen how long Gyanendra can run the government on the basis of his empty state coffers. Not many foreign countries would send their committed aid funds if the monarch continues to smother democracy and the freedom of the press. In short, the worsening political crisis may only add to the woes of Nepal's economic crisis.
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http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/main.jhtml?xml=/news/2005/02/02/wnepal102.xml&sSheet=/news/2005/02/02/ixnewstop.html
The Telegraph (UK), February 2, 2005 

HIPPIES’ PARADISE THAT HAS BEEN ROCKED BY WAR FOR YEARS

By Peter Foster, South Asia Correspondent (shortened version)

For all Nepal's serene beauty, the country has been racked by agitation for 25 years and, since 1996, a debilitating Maoist rebellion.

The sight of troops sealing off government buildings and the closure of the airport will further tarnish the reputation of the kingdom, which in the 1960s and 1970s was a paradise for hippies and hardened mountaineers alike.

Over the past five years, the status of the Himalayan hideaway has become more difficult to maintain as the violence has intensified.

Tourism, one of the biggest earners of foreign exchange, nose-dived as visitor numbers fell from 460,000 in 2000 to 200,000 in 2002.

The fall from grace accelerated in 2001 when Crown Prince Dipendra, high on drink and drugs, shot dead King Birendra, Queen Aishwarya and several relatives. The Maoist rebels, many of whom had turned to violence after an attempt to reintroduce democracy in the 1990s ended in acrimony, intensified their attacks on what they regard as a dissolute monarchy.

The royal family's image has not been helped by King Gyanendra's youngest son, Crown Prince Paras, who has been caught up in a series of car crashes and brawls.

For the 23 million subjects, 40 per cent of whom live in poverty, the rebellion and political paralysis in Kathmandu have piled hardship on hardship.

Tourist dollars have become scarcer and the war increasingly bitter, with repression and human rights abuses perpetrated on both sides.

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

Bangkok Post: 31-01-2005

BURMA: POWER STRUGGLE INCREASES UNCERTAINTY 

War appears to have broken out between the junta's top generals with there being talk of mental instability 

By LARRY JAGAN [shortened version]

Rangoon is rife with rumours and speculation of coups and gun battles within the country's secretive military leadership. These rumours have been fuelled by the mysterious and unexplained death over a week ago of Lieutenant-Colonel Bo Win Tun, the personal assistant to the country's second most powerful general, Maung Aye.

Burma's top two military leaders Senior General Than Shwe and the number two, Vice Senior General Maung Aye, are locked in a struggle for control. ``It's a struggle for supremacy,'' according to an Asian diplomat based in Rangoon.

Gen Maung Aye appears to have been upset because he was being sidelined and overshadowed by Gen Than Shwe's protege, Lieutenant- General Soe Win. Lt-Gen Soe Win was recently appointed prime minister to replace General Khin Nyunt, who was purged last October largely because of his opposition to Gen Than Shwe's hardline views. 

Over the last four months, there have been several major shake-ups of the cabinet. These were mainly aimed at purging ministers who were close to the former intelligence chief and prime minister Gen Khin Nyunt. Most of them have been allowed to retire quietly, including the former foreign minister, Win Aung. 

Diplomats in Rangoon believe a new prime minister and cabinet are likely to be announced within the next few weeks. Changes to the ruling State Peace and Development Council, or SPDC, and the powerful regional commanders are also in the pipeline, according to Burmese government officials.

Burma's military leaders of course have been quick to deny any suggestion of attempted coups or a power struggle in Rangoon. ``It's all just rumours; everything there is fine,'' Foreign Minister Nyan Win told journalists on Friday in Phuket.

The speculation of a possible coup has been fuelled by the apparent absence of the top generals from the official media. This led to rumours that Gen Maung Aye had been killed in a fatal shootout amongst the top brass and that Prime Minister Soe Win was under house arrest.

To counter these reports, Burma's state-controlled television and newspapers began at the weekend to show the top military leaders, including Gen Maung Aye and Lt-Gen Soe Win, attending official functions. ``They were shown in unusual circumstances and it was broadcast to dispel the rumours,'' a Western diplomat in Rangoon said.

Burma's top military leader is a master at political intrigue and counter-intelligence. He studied psychological warfare in depth as a junior officer in the Burmese army. It will not be the first time the generals have taken pains to publicly show unity when there is a major internal battle going on.

The longer the battle between Burma's two top generals is unresolved, the greater the uncertainty about the country's future. The fear is Gen Maung Aye would be even more isolationist, chauvinistic and xenophobic than the senior general [Than Shwe].

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

MEDIA RELEASE FROM BURMA CAMPAIGN UK

Embargoed until 00.01 Tuesday 1st February 2005


TONY BLAIR & 70 CELEBRITIES BOYCOTT BURMA

Over 70 celebrities and politicians are backing a new public awareness campaign asking people not to holiday in Burma because of human rights concerns. The new campaign "I'm Not Going", is being launched on Tuesday 1st February 2005.
"The best role in the world wouldn't get me to Burma," said Anna Friel, one of the celebrities backing the campaign.

Prime Minister Tony Blair, Conservative leader Michael Howard, and Liberal Democrat leader Charles Kennedy are also pledging to boycott holidays in Burma, ruled by one of the most oppressive regimes in the world. Political prisoners are routinely tortured and the rape of women and children is used as a weapon of war against ethnic minorities.

 "I would urge anyone who may be thinking of visiting Burma on holiday to consider carefully whether by their actions they are helping to support the regime and prolong such dreadful abuses", said the Prime Minister, in a message of support to the campaign. 


Celebrities signing a pledge not to holiday in Burma include: Anna Friel, Sir Ian McKellen, Honor Blackman, Susan Sarandon, Robbie Coltrane, Jay Kay,  designer Vivienne Westwood, Tony Robinson, Fay Ripley, Juliet Stevenson, Graham Norton, Zoe Wanamaker, Maureen Lipman, Prunella Scales, Joanna Lumley, author Iain Banks, Esther Rantzen, Richard Wilson, and Christopher Lee. 


The Burma Campaign UK is urging people to join them by signing a pledge not to visit Burma on holiday on a new website: www.imnotgoing.com.

Aung San Suu Kyi, Nobel Peace Prize winner and leader of Burma's democracy movement, has repeatedly asked tourists not to visit Burma. Nowhere else in the world have human rights abuses and tourism been so closely linked. Slave and child labour has been used to build tourist infrastructure such as hotels and roads. The regime says that tourism earns it  $100 million a year. It spends around 50 percent of its budget on the military and just 19p per person per year on health.          

                                   

 "In Burma tourism doesn't help most ordinary people, instead it finances the regime that keeps them poor and oppressed." says Yvette Mahon, Director of the Burma Campaign UK "Every tourist that visits Burma puts money into the hands of the regime. That is why Burma's democracy movement has asked tourists to stay away. Please respect their wishes, don't go."                                                                 

Quotes in support of the campaign:

Iain Banks: "Defeat the dictators - have fun somewhere else!"

Vivienne Westwood: "There is one thing everybody can do for us and our children and our planet: fight for human rights and justice before the law."

Michael Howard: "I am very happy to support your campaign and pledge not to visit Burma on holiday until it is a democracy."

Maureen Lipman: "It is enough that Aung San Suu Kyi has asked us not to promote tourism there. The regime has the worst human rights record - tourism there is seeing what the military allow you to see. Don't go."

Sankha Guha: "No-one should think about visiting Burma as a tourist until it has a legitimate government elected by its people."

Sinead Cusack: "The regime in Burma is a brutal unjust one and I have no desire to support it in any way."

Joanne Lumley: "I'll visit beautiful Burma when Aung San Suu Kyi says so."

Honor Blackman: "Going to Burma indicates that one is content with its regime."

Arlene McCarthy MEP: "I look forward to the day that democracy returns to Burma and until that day I will not lend my support via tourism to a corrupt and degenerate dictatorship."

Caroline Lucas MEP: "By pledging not to visit Burma until it's a democracy, we can send a very clear message that Burma's brutal military dictatorship is unacceptable and help to cut the lifeline that keeps the regime in power."                           

Note from the tim-team Editor: The Burma Campaign UK is asking people to support the democracy movement in Burma by signing a pledge not to go for holiday in the military-ruled country on a new website: http://www.burmacampaign.org.uk/imnotgoing.htm

For more information, see website above or contact: Mark Farmaner, Burma Campaign UK, E-mail: mark.farmaner@burmacampaign.org.uk
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http://www.greenleft.org.au/back/2005/613/613p18.htm
Green Left Weekly, February 2, 2005. 

BURMA: THE STRUGGLE ENDURES 

By John Pilger

I tried to phone her the other day. I still have a number she gave me, which I could call infrequently and exchange a few words. It was fruitless to try this time; the hurried click at the other end was an echo of her Kafkaesque oppression. The isolation of Aung San Suu Kyi is now complete, in the 10th year of her detention.

The last time I got through, I asked her what was happening outside her house. “Oh, the road is blocked and there are soldiers all over the street... for my own security, of course!” 

She thanked me for the books I had sent her, hand-carried through the underground that now struggles to maintain contact. “It has been a joy to read widely again”, she said. I had sent her a collection of her favourite T.S. Eliot, as well as Jonathan Coe's political novel, What a Carve Up!, whose gentle irony must have seemed strange in jack-booted Rangoon. 

She told me she relished biographies of those who had also suffered through isolation. Little has reached her since then, and it is not known if she still has her old Grundig shortwave radio. The regime has now removed her personal security guards from her compound beside Inya Lake. Having tortured and killed her closest allies, they must believe that, if the world looks the other way, they can do the same to her. 

“For the media, Burma is seldom fashionable”, she told me. “But the important thing to remember about a struggle like ours is that it endures, whether or not the spotlight is on, and it can't be turned back.” 

For one so alone, these are salutary words; I recommend them to those who lose heart when their participation in one demonstration fails to stop an invasion. Fortunately, Aung San Suu Kyi and the democracy movement she leads are supported by a tenacious solidarity network throughout the world; and I am indebted to John Jackson and Yvette Mahon of the Burma Campaign in Britain for never letting us forget that, if the often debased cry of democracy means anything, its true test is Burma. 

In the current issue of Metta, the campaign's journal, Desmond Tutu reminds us that Aung San Suu Kyi and her party, the National League for Democracy, won 82% of the parliamentary seats in Burma's 1990 election, the signal for a military junta to hunt, imprison, torture and murder the victors, and enslave much of the nation. “Suu Kyi and the people of Burma”, writes Tutu, “have not called for a military coalition to invade their country. They have simply asked for the maximum diplomatic and economic pressure against Burma's brutal dictators.” 

As the public's response to the tsunami and the invasion of Iraq has shown, the fastest-growing division in the world is between people and those in power claiming to act morally in their name. Burma exemplifies this. Take the European Union's disgusting policy. Clearly with an eye to its vast Asian market, the EU, promoter of “human rights” when the price is right, has shamelessly appeased the Burmese junta. 

Consider what happens in Burma today. Rape is used as a weapon of the state against ethnic women and children. Forced labour is widespread, described by the UN's International Labour Organisation as a “crime against humanity”. The junta holds more that 1350 political prisoners, many of whom are routinely tortured. Up to 1 million people have been forced from their land. Half the national budget is spent on a brutal, peacock military whose only enemy is its own people, while next to nothing is spent on health; one in 10 Burmese babies die in infancy. And the true leader, elected in a landslide, is incarcerated, rising at four o'clock every morning to meditate on such an epic injustice. 

Meanwhile, the EU shores up the regime by increasing imports from Burma, worth around US$4 billion between 1998 and 2002. Last October, the fifth summit of the 39-state Asia- Europe Meeting (ASEM) was held in Hanoi and attended by representatives of the junta for the first time. Instead of announcing a boycott, the Europeans turned up and said nothing. 

Rather, France's president, Jacques Chirac, said he hoped stronger sanctions would not be necessary because they “will hurt the poorest people”. For “poorest people” read Total Oil Company, part-owned by the French government, the largest foreign investor in Burma, where the oil companies' infrastructure of roads and railway access have long been the subject of allegations of forced labour. 

Total's euros allow the junta to re-equip its state of fear. “None of the EU officials I have met”, says John Jackson, “denies that foreign investment and military spending in Burma are closely linked. In the week the regime received its first payment for gas due to be piped to Thailand from a gas field operated by Total Oil, it made a US$130 million down-payment on ten MiG-29 jet fighters.” 

Jackson points to the farce of present EU sanctions. After as many as 100 of Suu Kyi's supporters were publicly beaten to death by soldiers in 2003, the EU extended its visa ban to the junta and Germany froze no less than 86 euros of German- based Burmese assets. 

In contrast, and through direct action, the international campaign has chalked up major disinvestments, such as Premier Oil, Heineken, PepsiCo, British Home Stores. The current “dirty list” of investors includes the oil companies Total and Unocal, Rolls-Royce, Lloyd's of London and so-called prestige travel companies such as Bales, Road to Mandalay and Orient Express. The bestselling Lonely Planet guidebook is a fixture on the list. Lonely Planet has long made a fool of itself by claiming, in the words of one of its writers, that Burma is “better off” today, and that although the junta is “abominable”, “political imprisonment, torture” and “involuntary civilian service to the state” are not new and “have been around for centuries”. 

Tell that to the people of Pagan, the ancient capital, which used to have a population of 4000. Given a few weeks to leave, their homes were bulldozed and they were marched at gunpoint to a waterless stubble that is a dustbowl in the summer, and runs with mud in the winter. Their dispossession was to make way for foreign tourists. “I shall welcome tourists and investors”, said Aung San Suu Kyi, “when we are free”. There is an abundance of evidence that foreign tourism has benefited the regime, not the Burmese people, and that much of the tourist infrastructure was built with “involuntary civilian service” — an idiotic euphemism for bonded or outright slave labour. 

Filming secretly in Burma nine years ago, I came upon what might have been a tableau from Dickensian England. Near the town of Tavoy, in the south, gangs of people were building a railway viaduct, guarded by soldiers. These were slave labourers, and many were children. I watched one small girl in a long blue dress struggle to wield a hoe taller than herself, falling back exhausted, in pain, holding her shoulder. “How old are you?” I asked her. “Eleven,” came the reply. 

Just as we should not forget the people of Fallujah and Najaf and Baghdad, and Ramallah and Gaza, so we should not forget this little girl, and her people, and their leader, who ask for the most basic rights and deserve our support. 

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