5 January 2005

The Asian tsunami disaster and its impacts on tourism

Dear colleagues and friends,

 

The governments of Malaysia and Thailand have reacted quickly to the criticism that authorities failed to issue a tsunami warning to protect their citizens and foreign tourists. Whereas Malaysian officials said that observation towers are to be built at popular beaches in the country to provide early warning to beach goers of dangers, Thailand’s Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra announced his government would make a major effort to install an advance warning system for tsunamis. 

 

PM Thaksin further said that former director-general of the Meteorological Department Smith Dhammasaroj would be appointed to coordinate the work with local and foreign seismologists. Smith had been warning about the possibility of killer waves striking Thailand’s Andaman coast since 1993, following a tsunami disaster in Papua New Guinea. But authorities not only dismissed his warnings but many ridiculed him and called him crazy.  “Nobody heeded my alert,” he was quoted in The Nation after the tsunami attack on 26 December. “Some provinces (in the South) have even banned me from entering their territories. They said I was endangering their image with tourists.”  

 

How to deal with this obsession with tourism? First, it was argued that a tsunami warning could obstruct the tourist trade. Now, after the waves killed so many tourists, it was decided to set up an appropriate warning system - not to safeguard citizens’ lives in the first place but  - to restore “the confidence of foreign tourists” and “to lure them back” to southern Thailand, according to government sources. 

 

Meanwhile, it is urgent to monitor the information given by the corporate tourism industry in the aftermath of the disaster. And hopefully, more whistle-blowers will come up to curb the industry’s irresponsible and misguided public relations stunts that are aimed at concealing the magnitude of the catastrophe and its impacts. 

 

Postings at the PATA website (last viewed on 2 January) want to make us believe that, “It is business as usual across most of Asia and in most parts of many of the affected countries, indeed many travel destinations in Asia are heavily/fully booked.”
 

Another website, image-asia.com, ironically boasts itself for giving "balanced in formation on Phuket & Krabi provinces" and suggests it is the nature of the media to exaggerate and distort the truth in the case of disastrous events. Showing photos from Phuket and Krabi, all of which are to display normalcy in the aftermath of the tsunami, the text reads, “Don’t believe everything you see on TV…”  and further down it says, "The majority of hotels, beaches and tourist facilities in Phuket, Krabi and Koh Lanta are operating normally. Yet, as always with media coverage of tragic events, images and words focus on the devastation, loss of life and damage.”

Concerned agencies and citizens should consider the ethical implications of such propaganda. In southern Thailand, we have already surreal situations where you find sun-bathing and cocktail-sipping holidaymakers on quickly cleaned-up beaches, and not far away, rescue teams are still working day and night to retrieve dead bodies and find missing people (e.g. see below the story on “‘Mad’ tourists…”). Just imagine these tourists being pampered in luxurious beachfront hotels, where along the same coastline – perhaps only a few steps away -, hundreds of corpses are waiting for identification in refrigerated containers, and local communities are struggling for survival without clean water, adequate shelter, food, sanitation and healthcare. 

 

In this situation, tourists must also be warned of diseases in the troubled Asian countries. International organizations, including the World Health Organization (WHO) say there is a high risk of epidemics because the many decomposing corpses provide ideal conditions for water-borne diseases such as cholera, typhoid and malaria. Dr David Nabarro, the WHO Representative for Health Action in Crises, warned, "Unless the necessary funds are urgently mobilized and coordinated in the field, we could see as many fatalities from diseases as we have seen from the actual disaster itself.”

 

There are also growing concerns that, with many thousands of locals reduced to poverty and destitution by the natural disaster, crime will soar. Already, tourist destinations in southern Thailand and Sri Lanka are being plagued by looters. 

 

And in contrast to tourism promoters’ portrayals of intact tropical “tourist paradises”, aerial photos taken after the tsunami attack unmistakably show that many beaches and islands are devastated, as are marine areas that were used for water-based tourist activities. Experts say it may take decades for coastal and marine ecosystems to recover.

 

In the midst of death, devastation and chaos, why can’t the affected Asian countries have a break from tourism - at least? Many tourism promoters are just interested to sell images of tourist "paradise" where the dollars flow en masse, but they have no stomach to acknowledge that what has happened on 26 December and after is real life. 

 

What is needed after the rescue work is done are thorough and credible surveys about the multidimensional impacts of the disaster, and then a series of brain-storming sessions about the reconstruction of local people’s lives and livelihoods and the rehabilitation of the natural environment. At the center of these discussions should be people-centred sustainable development, particularly favouring the poor and disadvantaged sections of society. Whether tourism is a viable option in this scenario or not, should be decided by the concerned local communities – and not by central governments and outside businesspeople all of whom have done more harm than good by enforcing tourism development at all costs.  

 

Yours truly,

Anita Pleumarom

Tourism Investigation & Monitoring Team (tim-team) 

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

CONTENT OF THIS CLEARINGHOUSE:

Part 1: 

What if an early warning had been given? (The Nation: 31-12-2004)

A Thai official admitted that the Meteorology Department discussed the likelihood of a tsunami before the disaster occurred, but did not issue a warning out of concern for tourism ad the department’s own interest. Asked if they could have warned colleagues in India or Sri Lanka, he said, “We were busy.”

Fisherman tipped off by daughter (The Nation: 31-12-2004] 

After his daughter working at the Meteorological Department warned him of possible giant waves as early as 5.30am on Sunday morning (the tsunami hit at about 10am), fisherman Prayoon from Takua Pa does not understand why the director-general of the Meteorological Department came out to deny responsibility, by saying the department had no equipment to detect tsunamis. 

After the deluge (The Nation 1-1-2005)

In the early morning of 26 December, John Gray, the well-known American ecotour operator running Sea-Canoe in Phuket, suspected a tidal wave was about to hit. He writes of his efforts to warn others before the “Big One” attacked.

Part 2:

Tsunami Victims Balk at Treatment (Associated Press: 31-12-2004)

All around the Indian Ocean, where wealthy tourist resorts brush up against shanty fishing villages, there have been reports of local people feeling ignored or insulted by the meager aid that has trickled to them since the tsunami hit on Sunday.

Fishermen feel left out in the cold (The Nation: 31-12-2004)
Local fishermen complained this week that the government has ignored them, opting instead to pay greater attention to rescuing tourists after the tsunami struck.

Part 3:

'Mad' tourists jet into Phuket (Bangkok Post: 31-12-2004)

Along Thailand's battered southern beaches, thousands of people have been killed and corpses are rotting where tourists once sunned themselves. Yet, to the bewilderment of survivors fleeing the disaster area, a trickle of tourists jetted into the devastated resort island of Phuket, arriving in almost-empty planes.

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

WHAT IF AN EARLY WARNING HAD BEEN GIVEN 

By Pravit Rojanaphruk, The Nation, published on December 31, 2004

Could hundreds if not thousands of lives have been saved if the Meteorology Department had made a more sound judgement?

Did they really not know that tsunamis could strike Phuket and nearby areas after the major underwater quake took place off Sumatra?

Was it really too late to warn? If not, why did they not try?

One of the four officials in charge of monitoring earthquakes confirmed to me on Monday, just 30 hours after the tsunamis wreaked havoc, that the department was aware of what had happened minutes after the quake struck at 7.58am Bangkok time. The official said that they were discussing the likelihood of a tsunami, but did not issue a warning out of concern for tourism and the department’s own interests.

“The important factor in making the decision was that it’s high [tourist] season and hotel rooms were nearly 100-per-cent full. If we had issued a warning, which would have led to an evacuation, [and if nothing happened], what would happen then? Business would be instantaneously affected.

“It would be beyond the Meteorological Department’s ability to handle. We could have gone under if [the tsunami] didn’t come. We hesitated for a while over whether we should issue a warning or not. It was discussed, but we didn’t have a chance to do it,” said the official, who has become the target of a disciplinary probe for having the honesty to describe what really took place to The Nation.

This was a candid interview and did not come from a formal press conference. The department is now in a damage-control mode. People can only hope that there are more decent people inside the department who will become whistle-blowers, even if it takes some time yet.

What is interesting is that the department had a one-page, 14-point list of preventive measures for tsunamis posted on a board at the Seismic Monitoring and Statistic Centre in Bangkok on Monday. The first three instructions are revealing:

1 If a tremor is felt while on the sea or beach, head directly away from the beach to higher ground without delay and without waiting for official warnings to be issued as tsunamis travel at high speeds.

2 In the event of an announcement of a water quake in the Andaman Sea area, be prepared for possible tsunamis.

3 If a sudden down-surge of water is observed, especially after a quake, evacuate to higher ground immediately.

Were any of the department’s staff, especially the four meteorological officers, aware of this information?

The problem appears not to be a lack of knowledge, but a failure on the part of the department to give the public and tourists some very basic information. No one was told that if they witnessed an unusual or rapid low tide or heard or experienced a tremor from an earthquake, then a tsunami is coming. This understanding saved the life of the Dutch couple Tom and Arlette Stuip, who were vacationing at Khao Lak, and it took only 30 seconds for them to run and save their lives while hundreds, if not thousands, rushed out to the beach to take photos of the phenomenon. This very rudimentary knowledge could have saved so many lives.

Another interesting piece in the puzzle appeared in Kom Chad Luek newspaper yesterday, in the issue dated December 30. Prayoon Darongsiri, a fisherman in Phang Nga, said he survived the tsunami because he received a warning phone call from his daughter, who works at the department, early that morning. His five fishermen friends did not survive, however.

“I don’t understand why the director-general of the Meteorological Department came out to deny his responsibility. I am very bitter that this organisation tried to deny any responsibility,” said 47-year-old Prayoon from Takua Pa district, where Khao Lak, the worst site of destruction, is located.

So the problem appears to be not just a lack of a clear-cut protocol or warning system, but also a bureaucratic culture that is only concerned with its immediate interests. When the official from the department was asked whether the people at the department thought they should warn India or Sri Lanka after they had heard about the tsunami hitting southern Thailand, he simply said: “We were busy.”

People will continue to wonder for years what might have happened if a warning had been given. Everyone deserves and definitely has the right to know the truth. The government must set up a fact-finding committee that will also include representatives of local and foreign families that lost relatives. The public deserves no less than the truth, and if negligence is found then the responsible people must be prosecuted.

FISHERMAN TIPPED OFF BY DAUGHTER

The Nation, published on December 31, 2004

A Fisherman and his son survived the onslaught of tsunamis on Sunday by heeding the adivice of his daughter, an employee of the Meteorological  Department, to head far out to the sea.

Prayoon Damrongsiri, 47, a resident of Phang Nga’s Takua Pa district, said he received his daughter’s warning at 5.30 am on Sunday as he and his son were preparing to set out in their fishing boat.

Prayoon said his daughter told him that a Meteorological Department seismic monitoring station had detected a series of irregular movements of the seabed that could cause giant waves. 

Prayoon said his son insisted they go out to sea because such a thing had never happened before , so his daughter advised them to head for deep water if they detected anything irregular while fishing.

He first noticed something unusual at 10am, when the water became so clear that he could see to the coral on the seabed, which had never happened before. 

“Shortly after that, I felt waves passing under my boat…I felt that the seawater was rising higher and higher. This reminded me of my daughter’s warning so I headed out to the sea and waited until the waves had gone.”

“I don’t understand why the director-general of the Meteorological Department came out to deny responsibility by saying the department had no equipment to detect the tsunami,” he said.

AFTER THE DELUGE

Special Report by John Gray to The Nation, published on 1 January 2005; shortened version

The tremors began at 7.58am. The long, low-frequency shakes lasted two minutes. It wasn’t the shattering, sharp jolt one expects from a California quake, but it felt ominous. The tremors lasted long enough that I had time to put a bowl of water on the floor to verify the shakes. Sure enough, the water was rippling.

Once the tremors stopped, I mentioned tsunami. Everybody laughed while I talked about the “Big One”. We still knew nothing about the quake and its direction, only that it was a long way off. There hasn’t been a significant tsunami since the volcanic explosion of Krakatoa, Indonesia, in 1883, when perhaps 500,000 people died in coastal villages.

I immediately went to the US Geological Service website. Only 15 minutes after the shake, there it was: an temblor that measured 8.3 on the Richter scale off the west coast of Sumatra. This was a Biggie. It grew to 9.0 – massive – and the aftershock was 7.3.

The Indian Ocean doesn’t have a warning system, so my next stop was the Pacific Tsunami Warning Centre. Their words were prophetic but typically bureaucratic.

An “event” had occurred in the Indian Ocean west of Sumatra but would have no impact upon the Pacific Basin. Thanks for the news, guys.

Maybe Australia. This “event” could affect Western Australia. I e-mailed the Australian Bureau of Meterology at exactly 9am: “Any info on this morning’s Sumatra quake and possible tsunami generation?”

The response took 24 minutes. Not bad, but not good enough.

“We have received an advice from the Tsunami Warning Centre in Hawaii. They opine that a tsunami threat does not exist for the Pacific. However, they do not discount the possibility of a tsunami near the epicentre, which was off the west coast of Northern Sumatra. We have no further information.”

A few minutes later, it hit.

My response was not as polite:

"I read the same advisory from Hawaii. By now you have the news on the devastating tsunami here in Thailand and Southeast Asia. As a 20-year Hawaii resident, I am well acquainted with the Pacific Basin long-range alert system. Now that the barn door is open and hundreds have lost their lives, maybe it’s time for one in the Indian Ocean. Even before I came to Thailand, I was well aware of the Sumatra-Andaman fault-line and its potential for generating tsunamis. It’s time to develop a similar international system for the Indian Ocean. Very frustrating for me to see today’s fatalities – all due to lack of warning and education.”

Between e-mails, I called three hotels to watch for receding waters. I was unable to contact any managers, so I called my guide staff together, told them to watch for rapidly receding waters and sent them out to pick up our guests. I told my escort boat captain to move from the pier to deep waters.

Reports soon came from Patong and Bang Tao. My Patong transfer guide saw the wave hit. I told him to get over the hill. My Bang Tao transfer guide reported he couldn’t reach the hotel because of the devastation.

I reminded everybody to look for receding waters and go to Ao Po, on Phuket’s east coast. I soon got a phone call that waters in Ao Po were dropping fast. My wife told them to evacuate immediately. They got our guests off the pier with grace and speed, and warned the waterfront shopkeepers to run up the hill. Our escort boat shook from the tsunami but survived. Nobody in Ao Po was hurt. If the tsunami wrapped around to the northeast corner of Phuket, it was a biggie. My prediction of hundreds dead immediately changed to thousands.

Any low-lying area was in serious trouble. Patong took a strong hit. From the geography it was obvious that the further north the wave went, the stronger it was. Bang Tao simply exploded. Shops behind the hotels had pick-ups in their showrooms. Laguna wasn’t as bad because the beach is a bit higher and the hotels are set back from the beaches (a trend started by environmental planning).

At JW Marriott, the alert food and beverages manager was on the beach. He didn’t understand the ocean’s drop, but he did have the presence of mind to evacuate the beach, saving everybody in front of the hotel. Just further north, 30 beach-goers died at a luxury hotel. The worst hit was the fairly new resort of Khao Lak, set right on the beach. The toll will run over 1,000 by the time the clean-up is finished.

Phi Phi and Koh Lanta may join Khao Lak in the history books, but it’s too early to tell right now. Points in Krabi are just as susceptible.

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

Part 2

TSUNAMI VICTIMS BALK AT TREATMENT

Friday December 31, 2004 7:16 PM

By ALISA TANG, Associated Press Writer

While foreign survivors of the ocean's onslaught were put up in an international school complete with beds, TVs and Internet connections, Thais from a devastated fishing village slept outside, many without blankets, burning wood to keep warm and keep mosquitos at bay.

The locals said Friday that they are torn between wanting to help the foreigners, who are the lifeblood of the area's economy, and getting what they can from the relief effort.

``No one came to help, we just helped each other out,'' said 65- year-old Yokhin Chuaynui, whose home in Ban Nam Khem was destroyed. ``When injured Thais went to the hospital, if they weren't about to die they helped the Westerners first.''

The contrast is sharpest in Thailand, where wealthy tourist resorts brush up against shanty fishing villages, but all around the Indian Ocean there have been reports of local people feeling ignored or insulted by the meager aid that has trickled to them since Sunday.

Shortly after the seawater subsided from exclusive resorts and palm-fringed beaches of southern Thailand, authorities began setting up makeshift embassies, providing free phones and food to tourists. Hotels and an international school that survived relatively unscathed opened their doors to shellshocked tourists, while foreign governments provided evacuation flights.

But Wimol Thongthae said there was no help at all the first day in Ban Nam Khem, where he said more than 2,000 people - half the village - had disappeared. Eight of his 15 family members remain missing - including his 3-year-old daughter.

``I'm living without hope and have not received any assistance,'' he said.

Deputy Agriculture Minister Newin Chidchob, overseeing the rescue effort at Ban Nam Khem, insisted the government had not ignored their plight.

``We do not abandon them. Everybody has tried their best,'' he said as authorities pumped water out of streets. ``If it is not fast enough in the villagers' eyes, it just could not be helped because the situation is so severe.''

In Sri Lanka, some people complained that helicopters that could have brought supplies to devastated villages instead were used to rescue high-profile survivors.

One early flight evacuated former German Chancellor Helmut Kohl and his entourage, who were vacationing in southern Sri Lanka.

In India, survivors complained of feeling insulted by piles of secondhand clothes dumped at roadsides for them.

At a makeshift relief camp for women inside a marriage hall in the southern coastal city of Nagappattinam, refugees grumbled about the perceived condescending attitude of relief workers.

The city was hit hardest by the wall of water, accounting for more than half of India's official death toll of more than 7,700 people.

``We have been insulted so much that we don't want any aid from anybody,'' said 35-year-old Lakshimi, who goes by only one name. ``We are prepared to die.”

``They bring food for a few hundred people to a place where thousands of people are sheltered. They bring too few clothes, too little milk, which results in a melee. We have never looked for alms from anybody, now we have been reduced to beggars.''

In Ban Nam Khem, fishing boats were dumped a quarter-mile inland by the waves. They are still there in the middle of town and the stench of dead bodies rotting inside is overpowering.

``The government gave more importance to Khao Lak and other tourist areas ... because this area is full of poor people,'' said provincial Sen. Wongphan Natakuathung.

Robert Eunson, 52, from Yorkshire, northern England, said that ``the greatest need should be given the greatest care,'' but he acknowledged there was an element of self-interest in Thai authorities' rush to help foreigners.

``Tourism is so important to them so it's a hierarchy,'' he said.

Jeanette Dombrowe, 32, a German native who has lived for years on the Thai island of Koh Payam, agreed.

``The villagers are second-class victims, but if we don't look after the Westerners the nation could lose its tourism - so the villagers have to understand,'' she said.

FISHERMEN LEFT OUT IN THE COLD (The Nation: 31-12-2004; shortened version)

Local fishermen complained this week that the government has ignored them, opting instead to pay greater attention to rescuing tourists after the tsunami struck on Sunday morning.

Thawee Paepai, one of the biggest fishing operators in the Thap Lamu subdistrict, which is three kilometres from Khao Lak National Park, had his fleet of more than 50 craft damaged. “Hundreds of officials were sent to the affected tourist destinations but none of them came here to rescue our fishing trawlers”, he said. Tawee’s boats were among some 100 fishing trawlers that were badly damaged, most of them beyond repair, after gigantic waves hit the southern part of Thailand on Sunday morning. He is in debt to Kasikornbank by more than Bt60 million.

Somboon Sakulvisit, meanwhile, has lost two of his three fishing boats. “They are all I had”, he said. Each fishing vessel had the capacity to fish up to 100,000 kilograms and – depending on the size of the boats – this translates into a monthly turnover of Bt600,000 to Bt1 million.

The fishing industry generates the majority of the income for people in the Thap Lamu subdistrict, and this province bore the brunt of the tsunami.

Somsak Phupinyo, another fisherman, said it was hopeless to turn to the banks because they are reluctant to give loans to fishermen, considering the industry a risky one. “Insurers refuse to cover our ships for the same reason”, he said.

Thap Lamu was the biggest fishing community in Phang Nga province, consisting of more than 100 trawlers, 600 houses and more than 1,000 residents. There was also a big population of Burmese people who worked with the fishermen.

Most of the fishing-vessel owners said that they had not heard what happened to their missing Burmese workers. “I hope they survived”, Somboon said, adding, “Most of them were on shore as the fishing fleet didn’t go out.”

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

Part 3

‘MAD’ TOURISTS JET INTO PHUKET (BANGKOK POST: 31-12-04; shortened version)

Phuket _ A trickle of determined tourists jetted into the devastated resort island of Phuket on Wednesday, arriving in almost-empty planes to the bewilderment of hundreds of survivors fleeing the tsunami disaster area.

''Our friends think we're mad,'' said Englishman Paul Cunliffe, an engineer from Manchester, as he sipped what looked like a gin and tonic on a lonely flight from Malaysia's capital Kuala Lumpur.

''The only risk we face, I think, is if there's another quake ...,'' he said, adding that he and his two companions were booked into a beach-front hotel that escaped serious harm. Hotel staff had assured them they would have a ''wonderful holiday''.

''We love the place that much and we thought we would take the risk,'' he said.

Hundreds of exhausted and bereaved holiday-makers are still streaming out of Phuket, three days after the tsunami disaster that has killed [over 120,000] people around the Indian Ocean rim.

Along Thailand's battered southern beaches, more than 1,600 people have been killed (the latest figure is 10,000 dead or missing) and corpses are rotting where tourists once sunned themselves.

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

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