25 April 2005

Tsunami victims have to fight for their rights

Dear colleagues and friends,

Today’s Bangkok Post (25 April 2005) reports that the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) expects the Miss Universe pageant, to be held in Thailand next month, to add about US$132million to the tourism industry income in both direct and indirect ways. The agency estimates the world’s most important beauty contest will draw about 1,600 media visitors, along with as many as 30,000 foreign tourists, each of them spending more than US$100 a day during their stay in the country. 

The article also states that the TAT has received a budget of US$6.8 million from the government to organize this lucrative event in cooperation with the private sector. Notably, the TAT has also plans to hold Miss University activities in Phuket and Krabi, “so viewers can see how the areas have recovered from the tsunami”, says the press report.

All this may be good to help boost Thailand’s image and to fill the coffers of the corporate tourism industry. But what about needy villagers, most of them fisherfolks, who remain excluded from tsunami rehabilitation and have even been threatened by eviction? The articles in today’s Clearinghouse are to provide some updates on the situation on the ground.

Yours truly,

Anita Pleumarom

Tourism Investigation&Monitoring Team (tim-team)
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http://www.csmonitor.com/2005/0408/p07s02-woap.html
IN THAILAND – A ‘LAND GRAB’ 

Christian Science Monitor: April 8, 2005

By Simon Montlake | Correspondent of The Christian Science Monitor

TAPTAWAN, THAILAND -  Three months after his house was laid low by surging waves, Somchai Porsakul is in a hurry to rebuild. If he can reoccupy the modest plot of land here that he calls home, he might avoid being evicted by a rich Thai family that claims to be the rightful owner.

 In February, the purported owner came and told the villagers to clear out or face the consequences. Instead, after he left, defiant villagers chased away his team of surveyors and went back to rebuilding.

"I know they say this land belongs to someone, but we've lived here a long time already," says Somchai, gesturing at his dirt yard. "Look at those coconut trees. We planted those. This is my land."

Up and down Khao Lak's tsunami-stricken coastline, hundreds of families are embroiled in similar rows over land ownership. Most lack legal title to their land, giving opportunistic tourism developers the upper hand in what critics are calling a land grab of lucrative beachfront.

Until the tsunami struck, Khao Lak's gently sloping beaches were among Thailand's hottest destinations. Thousands of hotel rooms mushroomed alongside rickety fishing villages and rubber plantations.

The tourist sparkle has died for now, but Thai developers are betting that it will be back, and that when it does the owners of prime beachfront will reap the rewards.

"When the tsunami came, it was a good chance to clear the land. They [the developers] have tried before to chase people away. The tsunami has done the job for them," says Sen. Chirmsak Pinthong, who visited the area last month to investigate land rights.

Under Thai law, squatters can apply for legal title to a plot of land after 10 years of continuous use. In practice, few succeed, and millions of Thais live on what is technically public land. Speculators exploit this ambiguity by bribing officials to backdate land purchases, then accuse villagers of encroaching. Battles over land title are common in Thailand, particularly when tourist dollars are at stake.

The district chief says he's aware of the disputes in Taptawan and other villages, and advises residents to stand their ground for now. "We need to take these matters to court. The villagers shouldn't listen to what the [purported owner] tells them," says Chalosak Wanitchalern.

In Baan Naam Khem, a fishing port that was almost wiped out by the tsunami, the battle lines are drawn more sharply. Fifty households on the western beachfront left destitute by the giant waves are locked in a bitter standoff with a developer linked to a prominent Thai politician.

The dispute has turned nasty. The developer reportedly sent armed men to stop former residents from returning to sift through the ashes of their homes and threatened those who resisted. Even before the tsunami, the developer had sought to evict the families, insisting that it had the law on its side.

Residents say it was a trick sprung by a village headman who was in cahoots with the developer. Three years ago, the headman collected the names and addresses of everyone in the community and said he was petitioning the government for land titles. Instead, he gave the list to the developer who then launched legal action against the residents.

The government has offered to resettle the villagers on public land, but the site is several miles inland and few are satisfied. Guson Pitlak, a mother of three whose flimsy wooden house was swept away on Dec. 26, is gloomy about their chances of reclaiming what was theirs. "If I want to rebuild my house, I'm sure [the company] will sue us again. They want to build a resort on the land, for all the foreign tourists that come here," she says, resting on the floor of her room in a temporary plywood shelter.

Other communities have managed to see off the developers. Baan Waa, a fishing village of 72 households, was told that their land was needed for a new hospital for Khao Lak that the German government had agreed to build. The villagers dug in their heels and appealed to a visiting group of senators, including Senator Chirmsak, for help. A call to the German Embassy revealed that the scheme was a fiction.

Now the village is being rebuilt with private and public money, and the residents are promised a communal land title to their new houses. "The government will give the legal right to everyone who lives here," says Tawatchai Tongboonchu, the building site director.
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http://www.bangkokpost.com/News/25Apr2005_news05.php
MOKEN VILLAGERS LEFT ALONE WITHOUT HELP – SURVIVED TSUNAMI, BUT NOW STARVING, SICK

By Onnuch Hutasingh , Bangkok Post, 25.04.2005

More than 300 Moken sea gypsies on Lao Island in Ranong survived the Dec 26 tsunami, but have been left battling hunger and poverty alone without state help.

This is because the villagers, despite being born on Thai soil, do not hold Thai nationality.

Today the villagers, who live only 3km from downtown Ranong, are starving and weak. Many are ill and dare not go to hospital for they have no money.

The Network for Restoring the Andaman Coastline repaired two of their fishing boats, and the Network of Catholics in Thailand donated rice weighing 5kg to each family. Apart from that, they say they have received little if any help.

``We asked for rice and dried food from the Muang Ranong district, but the officials told us we could come take it only once. That made us feel bad and we decided not to go see them again,'' said Naowanit Jaempit, a Lao Island villager who spoke for the sea gypsies, who can barely speak Thai.

The lack of help for them and negative reactions from state officials are believed to stem from their lack of nationality while the villagers have no idea about their rights. Each year, many Moken women run away from Ranong Hospital shortly after giving birth. Some leave even though they have not fully recovered, because they cannot afford the medical bills. This has led to premature deaths among many Moken mothers.

The infant mortality rate is also high in the community as a result of sanitary problems.

Budeh, a Moken teenager here, has no money and has chosen not to see a doctor although he has two big pustules on one of his feet which has been infected for almost a month.

The teenager is among 60 Moken youths studying at Koh Lao School despite the fact they will not obtain certificates after graduation since none has Thai nationality.

Mrs Naowanit said only about 10 Moken children attend school each day. Most Moken students are illiterate because their parents feel education is not important and want their children to help them with fishing.

Poverty and ignorance has pushed many Moken people into work for fishing trawlers running illegally in Burmese waters. Many have been shot dead and others incarcerated in Burmese jails. Those who managed to escape were later arrested and jailed in Ranong prison.

After the spate of shootings and arrests, the sea gypsies now dare not go fishing in Burmese waters and choose to earn their living by catching small oysters from the sea in their neighbourhood, which they sell for 30 baht a kilogramme.

Even so, Lady Luck seems to have turned her back on them. Rumours that marine animals ate the corpses of those killed by the tidal waves on Dec 26 have made it difficult for them to sell marine products.

This has forced many Moken people to live their lives as beggars.

``I want to have an ID card, a boat and also rice to eat. Please help me. I'm a human being, too,'' said Diew, a representative of the sea gypsies on Lao Island.

The Moken tribe was seen in Burma and Thailand more than a century ago before King Rama VI granted Thai citizenship to all tribes who lived in the kingdom before April 10, 1913.

The problem is many missed out from state registration.

Naruemol Arunothai, a researcher of Chulalongkorn University's Social Research Institute, said the Moken are really a primitive tribe. But they have no country or land of their own and live their lives on boats which travel between Burma and Thailand regularly.

Jiraporn Bunnag, deputy secretary-general of the National Security Council, said any Moken people who were born in Thailand must be Thai citizens by birth if the tribe is proven to be indigenous here.

She said the Provincial Administration Department was trying to verify the status of all displaced people in the kingdom.
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http://www.commondreams.org/views05/0415-30.htm
OPINION

THE RISE OF DISASTER CAPITALISM

Excerpted from an article by Naomi Klein, published in the US magazine 

The Nation, 15 April 2005

It certainly seems that ever-larger portions of the globe are under active reconstruction: being rebuilt by a parallel government made up of a familiar cast of for-profit consulting firms, engineering companies, mega-NGOs, government and UN aid agencies and international financial institutions. And from the people living in these reconstruction sites - Iraq to Aceh, Afghanistan to Haiti - a similar chorus of complaints can be heard. The work is far too slow, if it is happening at all. Foreign consultants live high on cost-plus expense accounts and thousand- dollar-a-day salaries, while locals are shut out of much-needed jobs, training and decision-making. Expert "democracy builders" lecture governments on the importance of transparency and "good governance," yet most contractors and NGOs refuse to open their books to those same governments, let alone give them control over how their aid money is spent.

Three months after the tsunami hit Aceh, the New York Times ran a distressing story, reporting that "almost nothing seems to have been done to begin repairs and rebuilding." The dispatch could easily have come from Iraq, where, as the Los Angeles Times just reported, all of Bechtel's allegedly rebuilt water plants have started to break down, one more in an endless litany of reconstruction screw-ups. It could also have come from Afghanistan, where President Hamid Karzai recently blasted "corrupt, wasteful and unaccountable" foreign contractors for "squandering the precious resources that Afghanistan received in aid." Or from Sri Lanka, where 600,000 people who lost their homes in the tsunami are still languishing in temporary camps. One hundred days after the giant waves hit, Herman Kumara, head of the National Fisheries Solidarity Movement in Negombo, Sri Lanka, sent out a desperate e-mail to colleagues around the world. "The funds received for the benefit of the victims are directed to the benefit of the privileged few, not to the real victims," he wrote. "Our voices are not heard and not allowed to be voiced."

But if the reconstruction industry is stunningly inept at rebuilding, that may be because rebuilding is not its primary purpose. According to Shalmali Guttal, a Bangalore-based researcher with Focus on the Global South, "It's not reconstruction at all - it's about reshaping everything." If anything, the stories of corruption and incompetence serve to mask this deeper scandal: the rise of a predatory form of disaster capitalism that uses the desperation and fear created by catastrophe to engage in radical social and economic engineering. And on this front, the reconstruction industry works so quickly and efficiently that the privatizations and land grabs are usually locked in before the local population knows what hit them. Kumara, in another e-mail, warns that Sri Lanka is now facing "a second tsunami of corporate globalization and militarization," potentially even more devastating than the first. "We see this as a plan of action amidst the tsunami crisis to hand over the sea and the coast to foreign corporations and tourism, with military assistance from the US Marines."

The World Bank and the International Monetary Fund have been imposing shock therapy on countries in various states of shock for at least three decades, most notably after Latin America's military coups and the collapse of the Soviet Union. Yet many observers say that today's disaster capitalism really hit its stride with Hurricane Mitch. For a week in October 1998, Mitch parked itself over Central America, swallowing villages whole and killing more than 9,000. 

Already impoverished countries were desperate for reconstruction aid - and it came, but with strings attached. In the two months after Mitch struck, with the country still knee-deep in rubble, corpses and mud, the Honduran congress initiated what the Financial Times called "speed sell-offs after the storm." It passed laws allowing the privatization of airports, seaports and highways and fast-tracked plans to privatize the state telephone company, the national electric company and parts of the water sector. It overturned land- reform laws and made it easier for foreigners to buy and sell property. It was much the same in neighboring countries: In the same two months, Guatemala announced plans to sell off its phone system, and Nicaragua did likewise, along with its electric company and its petroleum sector.

All of the privatization plans were pushed aggressively by the usual suspects. According to the Wall Street Journal, "the World Bank and International Monetary Fund had thrown their weight behind the [telecom] sale, making it a condition for release of roughly US$47 million in aid annually over three years and linking it to about US$4.4 billion in foreign-debt relief for Nicaragua."

Now the bank is using the December 26 tsunami to push through its cookie-cutter policies. The most devastated countries have seen almost no debt relief, and most of the World Bank's emergency aid has come in the form of loans, not grants. Rather than emphasizing the need to help the small fishing communities -more than 80 percent of the wave's victims - the bank is pushing for expansion of the tourism sector and industrial fish farms. As for the damaged public infrastructure, like roads and schools, bank documents recognize that rebuilding them "may strain public finances" and suggest that governments consider privatization (yes, they have only one idea). "For certain investments," notes the bank's tsunami-response plan, "it may be appropriate to utilize private financing."

As in other reconstruction sites, from Haiti to Iraq, tsunami relief has little to do with recovering what was lost. Although hotels and industry have already started reconstructing on the coast, in Sri Lanka, Thailand, Indonesia and India, governments have passed laws preventing families from rebuilding their oceanfront homes. Hundreds of thousands of people are being forcibly relocated inland, to military style barracks in Aceh and prefab concrete boxes in Thailand. The coast is not being rebuilt as it was - dotted with fishing villages and beaches strewn with handmade nets. Instead, governments, corporations and foreign donors are teaming up to rebuild it as they would like it to be: the beaches as playgrounds for tourists, the oceans as watery mines for corporate fishing fleets, both serviced by privatized airports and highways built on borrowed money.

In January Condoleezza Rice sparked a small controversy by describing the tsunami as "a wonderful opportunity" that "has paid great dividends for us." Many were horrified at the idea of treating a massive human tragedy as a chance to seek advantage. But, if anything, Rice was understating the case. A group calling itself Thailand Tsunami Survivors and Supporters says that for "businessmen-politicians, the tsunami was the answer to their prayers, since it literally wiped these coastal areas clean of the communities which had previously stood in the way of their plans for resorts, hotels, casinos and shrimp farms. To them, all these coastal areas are now open land!"

Disaster, it seems, is the new terra nullius. 
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