10 January 2005

Post-tsunami tourism – Who profits and who pays?

Dear colleagues and friends, 

According to the online version of the German ‘Der Spiegel’ magazine, a German politician put forward an unusual proposal aimed at supporting Asian tourist destinations hit by the tsunami disaster: Germans who go for holidays in affected countries such as Thailand and Sri Lanka in the next months should enjoy tax freedom, said Albrecht Feibel, a financial expert of the Christian Democrat Party. He expressed the opinion that holiday trips to the disaster zone would be the best way to aid the reconstruction work 

(see http://www.spiegel.de/politik/deutschland/0,1518,336267,00.html).  

Tourism as an act of charity or development aid is by no means a new theme. But in the wake of the tsunami-disaster that has seen a tremendous outpouring of support and solidarity action from around the world, appeals to holidaymakers to come over “to show support to the poor locals” or “to help alleviate the human tragedy” has been repeated like a mantra by agencies concerned with tourism. 

But perhaps not all voices joining this chorus are genuine. Mr Feibel  may have had second thoughts when he made his proposal because he is not only serving a political party but also the general manager of a travel agency and a board member of two airlines.

And over the last two weeks, many observers condemned the overzealous tourism promotion in Thailand, by writing letters to the English-language Bangkok newspapers, for example. “Let us hear no more from these whining tourism capitalists,” commented one expatriate who is familiar with the tourism business scene on Phuket’s beaches. “We should not be hoodwinked into believing vested interests when they claim that they are only jostling for a resumption in tourism in order to protect the livelihoods of their employees. Who but the money-grabbing owners of the island’s hotels, beer bars, jewellery-scam agents and property magazines would dare to try and promote Phuket until the final death toll has been announced and the island declared safe from disease?”

In today’s Clearinghouse, I’d first like to share with you some quotes that reflect voices from the “global tourism family” (a term coined by the World Tourism Organization to demonstrate unity in the face of this great disaster for the industry) that have expressed the opinion that holidaymakers should return to affected destinations now or in the near future in order to help tourism back on its feet – in a conventional way or with a “pro-poor” component. 

Then, in order to stimulate debate on post-tsunami tourism development, we have an article from the latest edition of the World Workers newspaper, entitled ‘Tourism in South Asia - Who profits, who pays?’ The article suggests that a reassessment of tourism is of utmost urgency, as it is sufficiently known to be a “super-exploitative” industry that has always preyed on impoverished and oppressed people worldwide. 

As such, it may be out of place to suggest that tourism, as it operates in this free market system, can be a viable tool to alleviate poverty in tsunami-hit areas. Rather, it would be worth to explore whether the disaster has opened up new opportunities for communities in Asian coastal areas to escape from the tourist trap, and instead seek to realize genuine self-reliant and sustainable development through other economic activities.    

Yours truly,

Anita Pleumarom

Tourism Investigation & Monitoring Team (tim-team)

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

VOICES ENCOURAGING TOURISTS TO VISIT TSUNAMI-AFFECTED COUNTRIES 

Rene-Marc Chikli, president of the French Association of Tour Operators, "The worst punishment would be [if tourists] not to go back. If we succeed in re-employing just one person, we keep a family alive."

Volker Boettcher, manager of the biggest German operator TUI,  "It would be disastrous for people in southeast Asia if an economic disaster followed the flood disaster. Most people in this region live from tourism."

Phuket-based Western businesspeople running the image-asia.com website: “…cancellations are on the horizon. Cancellations of the tourism income that local families desperately need to begin rebuilding their lives and their businesses. While it is understandable that some may prefer not to continue with their holiday plans in Thailand, on behalf of all those who derive their livelihood from tourism, we ask them to pause for thought.....” (It is quite doubtful whether image.com can speak e.g. on behalf of locals who were the owners of the land before outside businesspeople took over Phuket’s beaches!)

Lonely Planet’s co-founder Tony Wheeler (quote from the Washington Post): "… for many in the developing world, no tourists this morning can mean no food on the table tonight,” he writes in the Independent. “We can all dig into our pockets to contribute money to relief efforts. But in the longer term the best thing we can do is, simply, go there." (Note: The Lonely Planet company that claims to promote ethical and environmentally friendly tourism has been under fire for several reasons. It has been subjected to an international boycott for its guidebook promoting tourism to military-ruled Burma. It was also protested by Thai environmentalists for striking a controversial deal with the Fox company to promote ecotourism to Phi Phi Islands to help promote the movie “The Beach” – a Fox production that was shot in Phi Phi National Park in defiance of environmental laws.)

Ranjan Solomon, Executive Secretary of the churchy-based Ecumenical Coalition on Tourism in Hong Kong: “…we also hope to work with tour operators and agencies e.g. PATA to encourage tourists not to abandon the affected countries as preferred tourist destination at this time. Tourism workers have loyally served the leisure visitors and now feel abandoned as tourists walk away from the country. It is they who feel the economic deprivation of the ‘lost’ tourists the most.”

Shirley Eber, communications officer for the London-based NGO Tourism Concern, (quote from The Independent): “…it is clear that, as long as they are not getting in the way of aid work, their presence and the money they spend is even more important now than before to local people.” 

The US-based International Ecotourism Society (TIES) points out in a press release that  “One piece of the recovery will be to continue to promote international travel” to affected countries as long as the destinations are safe. 

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

http://www.workers.org/ww/2005/tourism0113.php
Workers World newspaper:  Jan. 13, 2005, 

TOURISM IN SOUTH ASIA – WHO PROFITS, WHO PAYS?

By Minnie Bruce Pratt

The U.S. media admit that Secretary of State Colin Powell's visit to Thailand is designed to prop up the hard-hit tourist industry there. The catastrophic Dec. 26 tsunami hit the beaches of Sri Lanka and Thailand and the islands of the Maldives at the height of tourist season.

While the tourist industry brings a lot of money into these countries, it doesn't enrich the workers and farmers. Instead it aggravates class divisions and makes the capitalists there even more appen dages of foreign capital.

In covering the tragedy, U.S. news media highlighted the dramatic stories and deaths of Australian, European, and U.S. tourists in the area. Of the six New York Post photo cover stories on the tragedy, three featured white tourists.

In the days immediately following the tsunami, a top priority of the authorities was to evacuate the surviving tourists.

The heaviest losses, however, were not in tourist areas but in the coastal villages of Indonesia, which were devastated by the earthquake as well as the tsunami.

United Nations emergency relief coordinator Jan Egeland asserted, "We will never, ever have the absolute, definite figure because there are many nameless fishermen and villages that have just gone." (The Australian)

Also unnamed in U.S. news reports are the women and men whose labor kept the luxurious beach-side resorts running. At Sofitel Magic Lagoon in Khao Lak, near Phuket, Thailand, one-third of the 320 person staff were still missing a week after the calamity. And an estimated 10,000 people have lost their jobs in the Thai resort industry as a result of the tsunami. (Asian Labour News)

Rooms at the Magic Lagoon cost between $350 and $600 a night. An average monthly salary for a Thai hotel worker is about $130. More than 10 million tourists visit Thailand in a year, 4 million in the Phuket area alone. (beachpatong.com)

The international sex-trade industry preys on impoverished people of the area, mostly women and children. They are marketed to Western tourists, primarily men, as destinations for travel tours. The profits made from this human suffering are as yet incalculable. (Julia Davidson, "Sex Tourists in Thailand," wri-irg.org)

Tidal wave of super-exploitation

Transnational travel industry giants like Le Meridien, Holiday Inn and Accor make extravagant profits through the super-exploitation of workers in these resorts.

Le Meridien, created by Air France in 1972, subsequently merged with corporations from England and Japan. It now has major financing from U.S.-based Lehman Brothers. Giant Accor, which runs the Magic Lagoon, has hotels in 140 countries, including Motel 6 and Red Roof Inns in the United States.

Joining these worldwide corporations in the rush to wring profit from Asian workers is the World Bank, through its affiliate, the International Finance Corp. The IFC, which finances private corporations expanding into the developing world, has specifically targeted tourism as an area for exploitation.

In 2002 the IFC loaned $17 million to private companies in the Maldives to build resort areas. Before the tsunami, tourism generated 33 percent of the Maldives' GDP, and its typically low-paying service work made up 30 percent of local employment. (ifc.org)

In its own words, "The IFC finances private sector investments in the developing world, mobilizes capital in the international financial markets, helps clients improve social and environmental sustainability, and provides technical assistance and advice to governments and businesses."

The mission statement further elaborates: "We are committed to working on the frontiers of private investment, helping bring commercial disciplines and entrepreneurial dynamism to new areas of the economy."

In plain words, the IFC, the World Bank and the transnational corporations that are their partners are dedicated to finding any way possible to make money off the working and oppressed people of the world, including the people who once lived in the countryside, villages and towns now devastated by the tsunami.

In August 2003, management at the Diamond Cliff Resort and Spa in Phuket blasted workers with mass layoffs for attempting to unionize, and kept them from getting jobs at other resorts. The workers, without income and homeless, refused to settle with the company, and demanded their jobs and reinstatement with fair wages. This is the spirit of the workers hit so hard by the tsunami of the ocean, the spirit of their fight against the tidal wave of capitalism.

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

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

