Golf tourism

Golf tourism, now being vigorously promoted by governments of the South, especially South-East Asia, extracts a high social and environmental cost.
Chee Yoke Ling

FROM a game that claims its origin in Scotland that used open land and natural landscapes, golf is today a multi-billion-dollar industry fuelling environmental damage, resource conflicts and even the violation of human rights. 

In 2005 there were almost 32,000 golf courses worldwide, with almost half of them in the United States. With each course averaging 30 hectares, we are looking at almost 1 million hectares (2.5 million acres) of land that have been converted to one game. About 18 million gallons of water are needed to keep each course green and lush for a year. The more-than-US$25-billion industry includes property development, airlines, the hotel industry, resort and tour operators, television and sports programming, glossy publications and chemical manufacturers. Genetically engineered grass has even entered the scene as a purported solution to less chemical use on the turf. 

Golf was popularised in the US as part of the suburban lifestyle and business dealing. With the televising of golf championships since the 1960s was born the image and pursuit of 18-hole fairways in perfect green. This led to massive use of chemical fertilisers and weedicides, and an industry of special grass for turfing. The desire to swing a club in the midst of nature also meant that ecologically sensitive locations were targeted for golf course development.

'Signature' courses designed by big names in golf competitions have also been globalised. So the likes of Greg Norman and Jack Nicklaus are paid millions for their designs - the more challenging and the more scenic, the better.

In Asia, Japan was the lightning rod for the golf boom in the 1980s.

 The export of golf from the US to Japan had caught on like wildfire and it quickly became part and parcel of the Japanese corporate culture. Worldwatch Institute reported that before the Second World War there were 23 golf courses in Japan and this escalated to more than 3,000 by 2005.  The golf course also became a release valve from the pressures of intense urbanisation and the corporate race. However, the lack of space and the exorbitant membership costs led to an explosion of golf course development in South-East Asia in parallel with Japanese investor presence. Soon it was cheaper to take regular packages of air flight and golf resort stay in neighbouring countries than to golf in Japan. The fever was so high-pitched that night golfing became the next attraction.

The undesirable links in South-East Asia

A common feature in South-East Asia is the full support of the government for golf tourism and related property development. While developers rake in the profits, governments believe that golf tourism will be part of the engine of growth that tourism is touted to be. Prime ministers announce and launch projects - some even appear in a blitz of regional and global television and print advertising to promote tourism in their countries.

As it mutates, the industry is no longer about golf the game. Rather it is about land for development into resorts and luxury housing. It is about corporate sponsorship of golf tournaments. It is about expensive product lines associated with individual golf stars. 

However, this often comes at an extremely high social and environmental cost. There are also huge financial leakages as in other tourism sectors due to the import of construction technology, equipment, even golf talent on top of the leakages in the hotel and airline revenues.  Unsurprisingly golf course development almost immediately triggered conflicts and protests across the region. 

Communities have lost their land to unscrupulous developers often linked to or themselves part of the political elite. Water for agriculture is diverted to maintain lush turfs, even to the extent of outright theft from public reservoirs as happened in Thailand. Forests, sensitive coasts and islands, hill slopes, even conservation parks - nothing is safe from the threat of golf course and related property and infrastructure development. Chemicals used to fertilise turf and to fight off weeds and pests (more rampant in the tropics) contaminate underground water and streams while posing health threats to course workers, caddies and even the golfers themselves. The ugly head of sex tourism related to golf retreats also reared in Thailand. Where rural communities protest, police and even military force has been turned on them.

Across South-East Asia, golf clubs and resorts and luxury villas in gated communities with access to golf facilities faced a reality check during the financial crisis of 1997. In Thailand and Malaysia this property sector was both a contributor to the bubble economy of property development as well as a victim of the crisis. Many projects were left unfinished while others went into bankruptcy.

One would have thought that lessons were learnt from this period. Unfortunately not. There is now a new wave of golf tourism sucking in more countries.

According to the Bangkok-based New Frontiers bulletin (July-August 2007), the US travel agency, Remote Lands, Inc., claims to be America's only provider of luxury travel and tailor-made golf journeys, focusing exclusively on Asia. The company offers golf experiences, including trips to China, Indonesia, India and Malaysia and other 'remote' golf destinations such as Vietnam, Burma, Thailand, the Philippines, and Bhutan, location of the world's highest golf course.

In Vietnam a newly-established joint venture named Ha Long Bay Group is planning three huge projects, including a US$400-450 million complex including an international 36-hole golf course, a golf club, 640 villas, 350 high-class villas, 25 coastal villas, an international yacht club, a heliport, an underwater entertainment zone, as well as expanded works to upgrade a couple of existing tourist zones. 

AFP recently reported that Vietnam and Cambodia have started construction on a cross-border golf resort that officials say is the first of its kind in Asia. The US$100-million project, which is being backed by Malaysia's CVI Resorts Company, will feature nine holes on either side of the border. It will also include a five-star hotel, business centre and a cultural village.

 A controversy-ridden golf project by a South Korean company at Cambodia's historic Angkor Wat was reportedly stopped for illegality. Meanwhile, nearby Siem Reap is already a developer's haven. Prime Minister Hun Sen has proudly opened the Phokeethra Country Club with an 18-hole course in Siem Reap.  Accor Sofitel that manages the Angkor Wat Club has announced ambitions to build a network of golf resorts across the Asia-Pacific region.

Racing for mass golfing

Meanwhile, Thailand and Malaysia, the regional forerunners in this unsustainable sector, now compete for tourists to fill their own golf resorts.

In the early 1990s, when the golf fever first hit Malaysia, a leading club boasted in an advertisement that it offered a 'lifestyle so leisurely and gracious that, thankfully, it can be enjoyed by only a select few'. 

With the same pattern of overkill development seen in other countries, exclusivity has given way to a glut.

Recently, following the trend of other countries in luring foreign golf tourists, Malaysian operators splashed in Thai newspapers the call to 'Golfing Without Borders - Destination Malaysia'. Packages on offer included 'Golf Madness' and 'Hotel Stay and Golf' ranging from US$115 to 325 inclusive of flights.

This is typical. The first phase is golf as luxurious and elitist, followed by an overdevelopment phase and then a rather desperate promotion to fill the hotels and fairways. A small country like Malaysia has more than 200 courses, many of which are tied up with hotels. Thailand has more courses than Malaysia and has been promoting golf tourism even more aggressively. So it is ironical and even tragic that Malaysian companies are targeting the Thai market!

'Green opium' and 'vanity projects'

Economic liberalisation in China and its creation of a new elite, coupled with foreign businessmen from other parts of East Asia, the US and Europe, spurred a frenzied development of courses especially in southern China. The first golf course opened in 1984. By 2004 China ranked fifth in the world and second in Asia, with more than 2,001 in business and up to 1,000 under construction. 

The world's largest golf club with 12 'world-class' golf courses of 216 holes is the Mission Hills Golf Club in the city of Shenzhen, 30 minutes' drive from Hong Kong. The Club's website proudly announces that it is in the Guinness World Records, when in May 2005 Mission Hills overtook the Pinehurst Golf Course in the US which has 180 holes. A veritable who's who list of golfers has designed the various courses, with one floodlit until 2 am.

The US$625 million complex covering over 15 square kilometres also has six driving ranges, 51 tennis courts, four spas, a 315-room luxury hotel, and two luxury residential communities among other much-touted facilities. 

By 2004 critics called golf 'green opium' as precious farmlands were turned into water-guzzling and toxic fairways. Greedy developers grabbed land, and built expensive villas in gated communities and golf clubs. 

Many local governments believed that large-scale golf courses would raise their city's image, attract investors and shore up their own political ambitions. So golf course construction was easily approved and in some cities even given priority.

The madness came to a head when the central government issued regulations in December 2006 banning the building of new golf courses, luxury homes and race tracks on undeveloped land in order to protect the country's diminishing farmland. According to the government's Xinhua news report (25 April 2007), 'vanity projects' would be banned under a law on urban and rural planning, giving priority to land for livelihood and food production. Minister of Construction Wang Guangtao said that 'land resources have been wasted in rural areas as rural planning is quite inadequate and fails to meet the needs of farmers' and that 'some local governments have blindly pursued urban development without considering local environmental and economic capacity factors and have built too many "vanity projects".'

However, as with many other issues in a China that is more decentralised than commonly known, the implementation of Beijing's regulations remains in the hands of local governments.

Meanwhile, to counter harmful golf course and resort development, environmental activists, NGOs and affected local people in the Asia-Pacific region formed the Global Anti-Golf Movement (GAG'M) in Penang, Malaysia in 1993. With the unrelenting push from many sides, including golf tourism, the protests will also continue to grow with local communities and NGOs in active campaigns in South Asia, the Caribbean and other parts of the world.
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