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THE REGION

‘VISIT ASEAN’ CAMPAIGN ON THE ROLL

[Bangkok Post: 4.1.01; 15.1.01; The Nation: 9.2.01] – NOTWITHSTANDING a swirl of political, social and economic problems in the Southeast Asian region, tourism leaders of the 10 ASEAN nations are moving ahead with another ‘Visit ASEAN’ promotion event. The campaign called ‘ASEAN – Asia’s Perfect 10 Paradise’ is also to commemorate the grouping’s 35th anniversary in 2002. 

   The campaign was launched on 13 January by Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah in Brunei that hosted its first ASEAN Tourism Forum to showcase the country as a tourist attraction in the post-oil era. The aim of Visit ASEAN is to shift global perception of the region from that of a political grouping to one of a single tourist destination. The campaign will include ASEAN participation at international travel fairs this year, such as the International Tourism Exchange in Berlin and the World Travel Mart in London.

   However, the campaign’s name gives rise to cynicism as there is the awareness that the ASEAN region is anything else but a “perfect paradise”.  Serious concerns were raised at the Brunei conference that tourism in this region  may continue to be hampered by political turmoil and negative images of several countries, such as Indonesia with its ethnic and unrest, kidnappings in the Philippines, bomb blasts in Laos, drug and HIV/AIDS problems in Thailand, and - last not least - notorious political oppression, forced labour and abuses against ethnic minorities in Burma. 

   However, tourism officials were quick to play down the many crises facing the region. “There is always a crisis going on [somewhere]. Most of our area is not affected, so we are moving ahead,” said Sheikh Jamaluddinaid, director general of Brunei Tourism. Singapore’s Tourism Board chief executive Yeo Khee Leng commented: “It’s during times like these that we should be doing something positive.”  

   Hoping that people become numbed by constant reports about political and social unrest, crime, natural disasters and other harsh realities, both tourist authorities and private industry attempt to portray the problems as isolated incidents that go virtually unnoticed by holiday-makers. 

   Describing Visit ASEAN as branding strategy to turn the whole region into a travellers’ map, Pradech Phayakvichien, governor of the Tourism Authority of Thailand, cautioned, however: “…the campaign will take time to receive global recognition.”   (
Campaign 

2002: INTERNATIONAL YEAR OF REVIEWING ECOTOURISM

The United Nations’ proclamation of 2002 as International Year of Ecotourism (IYE) has created a major controversy because of the growing awareness that the ecotourism industry is not as benign as initially believed. There are grave concerns that the event will result in misconceived and inflationary ecotourism - or more correctly ‘mass nature tourism’ - policies and programmes that inevitably exacerbate problems, such as the degradation of ecosystems, loss of biological and cultural diversity, disruption of local economies, displacement and dispossession, and resistance from community and indigenous peoples’ groups.
   Consequently, NGOs from Southeast Asia, including t.i.m.-team,  have taken the initiative to steer the UN and other concerned parties towards an ‘International Year of REVIEWING Ecotourism’ to ensure that critical ecotourism issues will be fully examined and all actors, particularly affected communities and grassroots initiatives, have a chance to air their views and concerns. 
   For more information on this important campaign, please contact t.i.m.-team or visit Third World Network’s website at www.twnside.org.sg/title/iye.htm , which includes an appeal to UN Secretary Kofi Annan to refocus and rename the IYE and features many other relevant materials.

BURMA

TRAVEL STORIES FROM A ‘FASCIST DISNEYLAND’

[The Irrawaddy: Jan.2001; Burma Issues: Dec.2000] – TWO large circles appear on the tourist map in Rangoon: One, just north of the city’s downtown core, marks Shwedagon Pagoda, the spiritual center of Burmese Buddhism and the country’s most famous tourist attraction. The other, slightly larger, is just west of Mingaladon International Airport. Not exactly a tourist attraction, its name has a sinister resonance that at once evokes the “other” Burma: Insein Prison.

   Clearly visible as one descends into Mingaladon International, “Insein” the prison is better known than the eponymous township, where it is located, and is Rangoon’s answer to Cambodia’s Tuol Sleng or the “Hanoi Hilton”. The important difference is that it has not yet been placed on the “must-see” list for visitors. Still very much in operation, it houses many of the country’s estimated 1,700 political prisoners, some of whom have been languishing there for more than a decade. Their crime: criticizing the ruling military regime – an offence dealt with more harshly than either rape or murder.

   While only a handful of foreigners have ever been inside any of Burma’s notorious prisons – either as representatives of the International Committee of the Red Cross or as activists jailed for taking their protests into the country – one does not need to look far to find evidence of Burma’s repressive political climate. “Life inside Burma and life in prison are the same: Burma is a prison,” remarked one former inmate of Insein who recently fled to Thailand after serving an eight-year sentence.

   For most travellers, however, Burma is less a prison than a “fascist Disneyland”, as some observers have called it. Tourists are both puzzled and amused by the huge red billboards declaring the “People’s Desire” to “crush all internal and external destructive elements as the common enemy.” Few fail to snap a photo as a momento of their travels in the “Golden Land”.

   “It is like they are telling the world, ‘We are an evil dictatorship’ ”, observed one German tourist, who wondered why the regime would go to the trouble of publicizing “such nonsense” in English. The Burmese junta may have eventually “got it” that the display of such billboards further tarnishes its image in the tourist’s eye. A recent visitor to Burma reported that the number of the billboards had been drastically reduced, particularly those in English language. The source also said that foreign tourists were no longer allowed to take photos of the English-language billboard that still disfigures the palace’s wall in Mandalay. 

   But billboards are not the only way to get a message across. For all their efforts to maintain a semblance of peace and stability, the authorities in Burma have an unnerving habit of betraying their insecurity with displays of brutality, as one French traveller discovered. Venturing in a remote area of Sagaing Division that was not officially off-limits, the intrepid Frenchman soon became the object of police scrutiny. “They were very friendly, but they never left me alone,” he said. Finally managing to slip away one day, he was later forced to watch his hapless “escort” receive a vicious beating from his superiors for failing to keep the foreigner under his watchful eye. “Then they sent me back to Mandalay,” he recounted. “I think they were afraid I would get them all into trouble.”

   Evidence of the regime’s obsession with “security” is not confined to areas deemed sensitive. The night bus from Prome to Ngapali Beach, for instance, stops at three military checkpoints as it traverses Arakan State, adding hours to a grueling journey. Farther north, near the Bangladeshi border, the military presence is even heavier – “to keep out the Muslims”, as one resident explained. Another reason is the recent completion of a road linking the Bay of Bengal port city of Sittwe to central Burma. According to a local guide, the main road remains closed to foreigners because many of the prison camps that housed the convict laborers who built it have not yet been dismantled. When it’s opened, he said, it will provide a new route for tourists wishing to visit the ruins of the ancient Rakhine kingdom of Mrauk U.

   Not surprisingly, there is little debate among tourists in Burma about the impact of their presence there. Awareness of local living conditions is also minimal, especially among package tourists. Contact with Burmese is generally confined to guides, and while the poverty is obvious enough, it is not remarkable for veterans of Third World junkets. For many, indeed, poverty adds to the patina of antiquity: more than any effort to restore the ancient ruins of Pagan and Mrauk U, four decades of economic backwardness under military rule have bestowed upon Burma the sort of Land-that-Time-Forgot atmosphere that many travellers seem to covet.

   One foreign observer commented what visitors are likely to misunderstand is the apparent openness exhibited towards them by ordinary Burmese people. Most tourists go home with genuine stories of local people’s warmth and hospitality. “Coming from outside the system, a visitor holds no threat to a local, and at best a relationship with a foreigner may be both economically and personally enriching; the inverse of typical dynamics in a relationship between locals,” he noted. “Amid the stifled political atmosphere and intense competition for the scarce social and economic advantages to be found in the country, there is hardly room for loving kindness or public debate.”   (
BIODIVERSITY SCIENTISTS DON’T CARE ABOUT HUMAN RIGHTS

[Myanmar Times: 4-10.12.00; Scientific Exploration Society (SES) website] - IN 1997, an article entitled “Save the Rhino, Kill the People” in the British daily The Observer, which disclosed the involvement of international conservation groups with the Burmese dictatorship, created an uproar among Burmese democracy groups and international environmental and human rights groups. Consequently, the groups demanded that the conservationists from the Wildlife Conservation Society, the Smithsonian Institute and the Worldwide Fund for Nature (UK) quit military-ruled Burma (see new frontiers 3[4] and 3[5]).

   This and more recent campaigns to educate the public about the brutal regime in Burma and to urge investors and tourists to stay away from the country until freedom and democracy is restored have apparently fallen on deaf ears of biodiversity scientists and conservation-cum-ecotourism promoters. 

   The Myanmar Times (MT) recently reported that the British Harrison Institute (formerly The Harrison Zoological Museum) and the University of Rangoon had agreed on a joint biodiversity program aimed at promoting scientific research and wildlife conservation in Burma. Dr. Paul Bates, a bat expert working at the Harrison Institute and director of the programme, was quoted as saying: “From our point of view, we…have the opportunity to work in a wonderful country. We have learned about colleges and universities here, and our institution has gathered more information about wildlife and disseminated that information to benefit conservation.” MT added that the British scientist had been impressed by Burma’s unspoiled habitats, and the care that had been taken in many instances to protect those areas from development. 

   MT further reported that the Harrison Institute funded the five-year biodiversity project via equipment and cash, with the Burmese partner providing facilities and staff. The project also envisaged the production of a booklet on Burma’s rich habitat and fauna reserves. According to Bates, the booklet, after getting approval, would be published by Swiftwinds Travel and Tours, a Rangoon-based agency specialized in eco- and ethno-tourism. 

   Apart from making surveys on small mammals, including bats, in southeast-, central and northern Burma, the project team is now focussing on Rakhine state, studying different habitats and national parks which could be designed as natural reserves. “[Rakhine] is a flat area with thick forests, beautiful beaches and sandy shores,” said Bates. “It is potentially a wonderful habitat and sanctuary for wildlife. Much of it is still unspoiled.” He added, “The scientists have looked for environmental ‘hot spots’ areas with high diversity, and collected scientific data to determine, which has the highest conservation potential. If our survey is successful, we will get back more students and staff and do more thorough surveys…”

   Two years ago, Paul Bates also joined a Burma expedition organized by the British Scientific Exploration Society (SES). He was one of the 14 members of a SES and the David Shephard Conservation Foundation team that spent three weeks in Burma to carry out wildlife studies and community surveys in the remote Alaung Kathapa National Park located northwest of Mandalay. 

   The tour agency Swiftwinds was also involved as it arranged the research team’s trip, along with Captain John Hinchliffe, who directs the Orient Express river cruiseship “Road to Mandalay”.  The SES report on this expedition reveals that the wildlife scientists also made plans for future ecotourists to the remote and biodiversity-rich park. For example, they prepared for the use of domestic elephants to transport visitors and the erection of a 20 feet high observation tower for animal watchers. They also selected a site for a 1000 yard airstrip in the buffer zone to enable tourists to conveniently reach the park by plane.

   In addition, the SES report gushes about the hospitality of the team’s official hosts. “During our stay, we were visited by the Deputy Minister of Forests and the Director General of Wildlife who showed considerable interest. In Yangon (Rangoon), meetings were held with the Department of Education and the University as well as senior officials of the Forestry Department. The generosity and kindness of our gentle hosts was quite overwhelming. Nothing was too much trouble, the Burmese food was mouth-watering and the camp they built for us from local materials was the best I have ever known…”   (
CAMBODIA

FOCUS ON CULTURAL TOURISM

[Cambodia Daily: 25.12.00; 26.12.00; Bangkok Post: 13.12.00; The Nation: 16.12.00] - CAMBODIA is banking on Siem Reap, with the legendary Angkor Wat complex as the main magnet, to become a major cultural tourism destination in the region. In the first nine months of 2000, foreign visits to Siem Reap were up 100% from the previous year to almost 132,000. Last December, the first international conference on cultural tourism, jointly organized by the World Tourism Organization (WTO) and the Cambodian tourism ministry, was held in Siem Reap, with Prime Minister Hun Sen presiding over the event.

   Veng Sereyvuth, the tourism minister, declared: "Tourism is one of Cambodia's largest and most important industries. The government strategy is to position Cambodia as a leading cultural and nature tourism destination."
Veng believes that tourist numbers in Cambodia could rise to one million in 2003, although the WTO estimates only 855,000 annual arrivals in the country by 2010.  
   Experts pointed out at the conference that perhaps the most difficult issue in cultural tourism is making sure all levels of society reap benefits. Cambodia, they warned, is on the wrong track. Now planeloads of tourists fly into Siem Reap, climb onto air-conditioned buses and are shuttled between their hotels, the temples, selected restaurants and souvenir shops. In this protective bubble, the visitors barely come into contact with the hundreds of motor taxi drivers, noodle-sellers, or low-end guesthouse proprietors who are trying to make a living, too.

   Narzalina Lim, a WTO consultant, said this kind of treatment would drive away those cultural tourists who genuinely want to learn something about Cambodia. It would also create resentment among poor people, who must watch helplessly as a few become rich. Lim explained that smart government authorities work with the small entrepreneurs, providing micro-loans to help them start niche businesses that will strive, rather than being the 200th stall selling Angkor Wat T-shirts. Without proper teamwork, she argued, local communities could begin to treat visitors with hostility, prey on them or even vandalize historic sites. 

   PM Hun Sen officially acknowledged that his controversial “open skies policy” has contributed to the tourism boom to Siem Reap and argued in favour of a precaution policy. “The promotion of tourism without due consideration to the culture will lead the culture being swallowed up by tourism,” he said.   (
KOH SDECH EARMARKED FOR ECOTOURISM

[Phnom Penh Daily: 6.2.01] - A CHAIN of 17 islands off Koh Kong is slated to be developed into an ecotourism region under a plan that aims to create Cambodia’s first marine-based visitor destination. The project could rival southern Thailand’s world famous island-chain around Koh Samui.

   Industry insiders said that wealthy tourists are mentally not ready to come in droves to Cambodia because of its safety image. Making any ambitious plan for Koh Sdech was also not feasible due to the lack of funds. Therefore, they suggested that it should be developed initially as a backpacker destination. The Koh Kong provincial authorities could also help local communities to prepare to receive visitors and cater for their needs. Some in the industry felt that either officials of tourism ministry or the provincial authorities should meet up with counterparts from Koh Samui to pick up tips on how to turn Koh Sdech into a successful tourist destination.   (
CAMBODIA’S UNCERTAIN FUTURE

[Bangkok Post: 10.12.00; 20.12.00] – CAMBODIAN officials are overly optimistic that the tourism slump following the 1997 coup is over, and the time has come for tourists and their dollars to pour into the war-torn and poor country as never before. It is true that Cambodia has been enjoying a period of relative calm, but analysts suggest that recovery remains very elusive in the country struggling to rebuild from 35 years of war, civil strife and genocide. 

   For the past two years, the followers of Hun Sen and Prince Norodom Ranariddh have co-operated in a coalition government, giving the people a taste of peace for the first time in three decades. But the road ahead is full of dangers. Skeptics say, this “political stability” is based on little more than the fact that Hun Sen finally dominated Ranariddh, and they currently find it expedient not to quarrel.

   But the situation is very fragile because of the absence of rule of law, commented Lao Mong Hay of the Khmer Institute of Democracy. “Anything can happen over night.”

   A bloody attack on government offices in Phnom Penh last November demonstrated that anything indeed can happen. A group of Cambodian exiles in the United States claimed it organized the raid, but many observers suspected that the government itself had orchestrated the attack to create a pretext to suppress its critics.

   The impunity of the authorities has made many Cambodians feel that the government exists to exploit, not help them. There are uncountable abuses by local authorities every day across the country. The local human rights groups Adhoc and Licadho found that members of the police, military and other authorities killed at least 263 people in a 22-month period in 1997 and 1998, and this is a conservative estimate, including only cases the groups were able to fully investigate. In none of the cases was anyone brought to justice. According to human rights activists, the problem is that law enforcement officials are brutal, corrupt and influenced by higher-ups. 

   The tensions between the government and the people, and between the increasingly wealthy minority and the increasingly poor majority, have been worsening because the state has not improved living conditions despite more than US$3 billion in foreign aid since 1991. During peacetime, Cambodia’s rulers spend 40% of the national budget on defense and security, and little on health and education. 

   Increasingly, people are venting their anger at economic inequality and exploitation. Public demonstrations, rare in Cambodia only a few years ago, are now common. The protesters include opposition party activists, students, teachers, motorbike taxi drivers, factory workers and landless farmers.

   The land issue is potentially the most explosive. Some 80% of the people live in rural areas, with farming their main livelihood. Many farming families once had land, but have been forced by poverty to sell it, or it has been seized by unscrupulous military and government officials without compensation. 

   In addition, recent floods have destroyed much of the country’s rice crops, which can result in famine and unrest at any time. While flood relief is underway, unemployment and a shortfall of foreign investment continue to bite. Cambodia’s main investors have been those from countries in the region, all badly mauled by the Asian financial crisis. Most of them have scaled back their initial plans or suspended big projects in Cambodia. 

   Many Cambodians also worry about possible conflicts during the nationwide commune elections and a trial of the Khmer Rouge, although no timetable has been set for either event. Last July, the government and the United Nations agreed on a formula for a joint tribunal of those responsible for the Khmer Rouge massacres of the 1970s. Long term, the trial may promote healing and reconciliation. Shorter term, however, it could revive fear and antagonisms in society as almost everyone lost a relative to the Khmer Rouge, and many of the killers live freely in villages across the country.

   A pilot project on demobilization has created additional problems. Many of the former soldiers have not been able to support themselves in civilian life, raising fears they may increasingly turn to banditry and other crime.   ( 

LAOS

CAMPAIGN TO LURE TOURISTS GOES BELLY UP 

[Los Angeles Times: 26.12.00; Bangkok Post: 8.12.00; 25.1.01] - THE Lao government set a lofty goal for the start of the new millennium: to attract a million visitors with its "Visit Laos Year" promotion. But 2000 turned into a disaster on every level, and now even optimists believe that Laos will need far more than a year to undo a generation of mismanagement. 

   With the government gridlocked and rife with political squabbles, the situation grew so serious last year that President Khamtai Siphandon warned senior officials in August that the country could disintegrate unless rival factions resolved their differences. He suggested that the ruling party consider reforming its radical policies to reflect today's "economic and political realities." 

   The first hint that 2000 would be a tough year came in March, with a warning by several Western governments that banditry and an insurgency in northern Laos made travel there perilous. Then the aging fleet of 17 Russian- and Chinese-made planes flown by the national carrier, Lao Aviation, was deemed unsafe by most embassies. If that wasn't enough to keep visitors away, a string of unexplained bomb blasts shook Vientiane, with one injuring at least six foreigners in a restaurant and another killing a man at the international airport. The tourist campaign was stillborn. 

   Adding to the year's woes, the Malaysian and Singaporean airlines canceled their flights to Laos because of lack of demand. And a Cabinet minister, Khamsay Souphanouvong, left for New Zealand in an apparent defection. Relations with Washington cooled after two Laotian Americans disappeared last year on the Thai border. And 60 Laotians launched an ill-fated attack in July on the Chong Mek border post in southern Laos and briefly hoisted  the royal flag in the naive belief that the country was ripe for a popular uprising. 

   The abortive Chong Mek strike came as Prince Soulivong Savang, heir to the kingdom's throne, was on a month-long tour of the United States to talk to Laotian exile groups and rally support in Congress for democratic reform 

in his homeland. Though he denied any involvement, the attack served the interests of both opposition and government forces. It enabled the former to say resistance was growing within Laos and the latter to point to an unidentifiable enemy as justification for its paranoia and obsession with security. 

   Even by generous standards, the eight members of Laos' secretive Politburo- the youngest is 70 - have proved inept. Foreign investment in Laos has evaporated, hotels run at 30% occupancy in peak season, blackouts in 

Vientiane are common, human rights are frequently abused, and foreign assistance makes up 16% of Laos' gross domestic product and 80% of its public investment. Most of the educated middle class lives abroad. 

   The government made a stab at economic, but not political, reform in the mid-1990s and appeared to be making admirable progress. But Laos was one of the hardest-hit victims of Southeast Asia's 1997-98 economic crisis, and the Politburo reacted by withdrawing into what it perceived as the safety of its Communist cocoon. 
   In relation to the celebration of the 25th anniversary of the communist takeover of Laos on 2 December, the international media paid more attention in the days preceding the event rather than afterward. The late November reports had been full of gloomy predictions: new explosions were expected, tight security on Vientiane's streets was read as a sign of a coming "something", a vaguely reported event in the South of Laos was called an "uprising", and the Lao government was criticized for the limited access to the anniversary parade. 

   Nothing happened during the celebrations. But only a few weeks later, on 24 January, nine people were wounded in another bomb explosion that rocked the Lao immigration office near the Thai-Lao Friendship Bridge in Vientiane. The wounded were among about 50 Thai citizens queuing at immigration before returning to Nong Khai in Thailand. Most of the wounded suffered burns, some serious.   (   

THAILAND

Hollow Eco

While many local tour operators claim to offer ‘eco-friendly’ itineraries, few show any real commitment to the underlying principles, writes  Cindy Drukier, a CUSO volunteer based in Chiang Mai. The following is a shortened version of her article, published in Bangkok Post, 14.1.01.
As foreigners in Thailand, we are often asked advice by visiting family and friends about booking a tour or trek. They may have no idea of the environmental and cultural implications of their vacation, or they may be aware of the context of exploitation and want to know if a more sensitive option exists. It was how to respond to this common dilemma that prompted CUSO – a Canadian organization committed to social justice – cooperants in Thailand to explore “eco(logical)-tourism” as a possible alternative. 

   When the group of us gathered last July to consider ecotourism, the first issue to come up was if eco and tourism were even compatible. Hurtling across the world in metal cauldrons bubbling over with greenhouse gases looking for unspoiled vistas can hardly be defined as walking softly on the planet. After all, a transatlantic jet burns between 2.5 and 3 tons of fuel per hour; during takeoff, it pollutes 2 million liters of air per second. To put that into perspective, the oxygen consumed in the first five minutes of flight equals the day’s work of 49,000 acres of forest. This is the irony of the expanding eco-friendly travel niche and it’s an ethical question everyone must grapple with on their own. But once we’ve made our choices – either by boarding a jumbo bound for Toronto-Vancouver-Tokyo-Bangkok or by riding a bicycle overland as far as possible – what next?
   Our research into the ecotourism industry revealed that there are as many definitions of “ecotourism” as there are websites, diploma programmes, travel books and tour agents. Because it’s a self-regulating industry, the term represents a laudable standard for principled operators just as much as it’s a sparkly emerald sticker slapped on the same old destruction practices, a logging truck painted green. 

   What about the situation in Thailand? We chose to look into Chiang Mai since it has embraced this new industry perhaps more than anywhere else in Thailand. In Chiang Mai city, there are at least 10 agents displaying the term “eco” in their windows (and several others using the word “green”). So, we ventured out to discover what lay behind the marquees. 

   Our strategy was to assess the self-proclaimed “ecotour” operators based on six criteria offered by the Ecotourism Society: (1) capacity to teach about environmental issues and local ecology (2) commitment to local conservation (3) degree of direct community benefit derived from tour activities (4) the existence of a waste management policy (5) steps taken to mitigate other adverse impacts and (6) the extent to which tourists are encouraged to make a personal commitment to these principles themselves. 

   Our findings were for the most part discouraging. Out of the 10 operators, only two demonstrated a genuine commitment to what they advertised. One owner is a Karen who takes small groups to learn about the ecology and communities he knows well. The villagers receive most of the income, and he also brings in any needed supplies. The other operator discourages the usual ‘native gazing’ altogether, offering nature walks, bird watching or mountain bike trips, again for small groups. 

   As for the rest, when asked how their ecotours differed from conventional ones, several agents answered that ecotours were to more remote villages, where there wouldn’t be other tourists and where locals still wore traditional clothes not blue jeans. Or we were told, eco meant taking no garbage in and no plants out. Or that on ecotours, more money was paid to villages and guides. Basically, though, they were still selling the centrally organized treks from the same pool as every other agent in town. We also learned that the Tourist Authority of Thailand (TAT) has an ecotourism policy, but takes no responsibility for eco-tourism: it offers no guidelines, special licenses nor advice for travellers.  

   In discussing our results, we felt that something was still lacking from the industry-derived guidelines. Ecotourism stresses the environment and sharing benefits with local people. This is necessary, but it’s not enough. To improve upon conventional practices, tourism must also promote social justice. 

   Communities must have the opportunity to identify their own goals and priorities, then debate how tourism may or may not further these. This cannot happen unless everyone has an equal voice, particularly women and young people. If as a group they chose to accept tourists, communities must decide what their role will be. 

   Travellers can help expose situations of exploitation and bring wider attention to local causes. Thus, tourists themselves must bear equal responsibility in this relationship. We should educate ourselves before we leave home or risk supporting situations of exploitation, defiling the environment or exacerbating social problems. If social justice is the ideal, then perhaps we can do better than settle for harm reduction and create some real benefits.   (
“ECOTOURISM BULLDOZES AHEAD” IN PARKS
[tim-team, Dec. 2000; Asian Wall Street Journal: 30.6.00] - THE year 2000 was proclaimed "Visit National Parks Year" in Thailand. And that gives rise to no small irony: It was also the year when the Thai government, flush with loans from the World Bank's Social Investment Project (SIP) and from Japan, undertook massive construction projects in these very same parks in the name of ecotourism promotion. In order to create a better understanding on this case, tim-team produced a report that was also brought to the attention of the World Bank that initiated and has to take responsibility for the SIP, under which these controversial tourism projects have been implemented. (The full report is posted at www.twnside.org.sg/title/iye.htm.)

   A few months ago, Stan Sesser of the Asian Wall Street Journal did his own research on developments in Khao Yai National Park and found that “ecotourism bulldozes ahead” indiscriminately. “The visitors who flock [to Khao Yai] on weekends from Bangkok, which is only two and one-half hours away by car, are getting no solitude despite the magnificent natural setting,” wrote Sesser. “Instead, they're witnessing a procession of huge diesel dump trucks and bulldozers, whose loud roar can be heard many kilometers into the forest.” 

   Instead of protecting the environment by bringing in tourists with an interest in seeing unspoiled nature, and 

preserving these areas through their tourist dollars, ecotourism at Khao Yai, to the distress of environmentalists, has translated into a spate of construction, which includes a campground, luxury housing and a new restaurant, plus the resurfacing of the park's main road. The construction totals 300 million Baht (US$7.7 million). 

   “It's understandable why any change at Khao Yai should provoke controversy,” Sesser said. “In a country whose economic development has taken a massive environmental toll, Khao Yai stands out in startling contrast to the denuded hills and polluted rivers that characterize so much of Thailand. Its 2,168 square kilometers contain 330 species of birds, many of them relatively rare, more than 70 species of mammals and 75 of reptiles, and at least 2,000 different kinds of plants. Monkeys cavort in trees along the road, and the elephant population of at least 200 is thriving. Khao Yai's diverse topography makes possible both lowland rainforest hikes and high-elevation trails leading to stunning panoramas of hills, rivers and waterfalls.” 

   Critics argue the construction, most of which is occurring at the center of the park, will bring floods of overnight visitors who could just as easily stay at the numerous hotels and guest houses just outside Khao Yai. 

   Sesser found that forestry officials were reluctant to comment on the ongoing projects at Khao Yai. “Apparently reacting to fierce criticism in the Thai press, they're vague about details of the construction now taking place,” he said. “The park has closed off to all prying eyes one of the biggest new developments, which they describe 

as a youth camp, but critics suspect will be tourist housing.”

   He added, “Anyone who wants to visit the site has to get past both a guard and a gate-arm at the entrance to the road leading to it. And when this reporter drove up to a complex of luxury houses on the top of a hill partially gashed away by recent construction, a park employee immediately ran out of one of the houses, shouting that he was trespassing in an area reserved for VIPs.” 

   He further reported that personnel in the park were never asked for their views about the various projects, nor was a 200-strong citizens' group called "Save Khao Yai," which has educated students, held seminars and worked to protect the park for the last eight years. "We weren't consulted at all about the plans," Kriangkrai Litjaroen, chairman of Save Khao Yai, was quoted as saying. Kriangkrai would have recommended devoting the money to more and better-trained personnel rather than construction projects. 

   Philippa Mitchell - an environmental educator from the British Volunteer Service, worked in the park for more than two years - said a set of designs and drawings "appeared out of nowhere a year ago" that concentrated almost exclusively on new buildings plus a resurfacing of the park's major road. 

   Sesser noted that officials at the Tourism Authority of Thailand declined to be interviewed for his article. Instead, a spokeswoman pointed to a position paper by the agency on ecotourism, which advocates monitoring visitor flow to ecotourism projects so as not "to destroy the products which attracted the tourists in the first place." 
   The head of the RFD also declined to answer Sesser’s questions, referring queries to the park director, who was unavailable. One high-ranking park official, who was interviewed, requested that his name not be used, because "Thai newspapers are writing about this with a negative view."   (
FIO’S ECOTOURISM PLANS THREATEN INDIGENOUS COMMUNITIES

[Watershed Magazine: Nov.2000-Feb.2001] – THAILAND’S chief logging agency, the Forestry Industry Organization (FIO), is facing a crisis of survival. Caught up in soaring debt as well as controversies about dubious logging projects, the agency is looking to ecotourism and commercial tree plantations as a way out of its financial troubles as well as to cover-up its infamous past. The FIO was founded in 1947 as a state-owned forestry enterprise with the mandate to manage logging concessions in Thailand’s forests. It operates under the Royal Forestry Department (RFD) in the Ministry of Agriculture and Cooperatives.

   The FIO is presently drafting a management plan for protected areas with SSC Natura, a Swedish forestry consultant company. One of the components of the plan is ecotourism business. The FIO would seek funding for its ecotourism plan from the Japanese Bank for International Cooperation (JBIC) that will be used for ecotourism development in protected forest areas.

   Together with the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT), the FIO has already begun construction of four ecotourism centres at US$3.3 million each, one of which will be located in a forest at the Karen village Ban Wat Chan in Chiang Mai province. The FIO has also pushed for the opening up of national parks and other nature reserves. In 1998, it proposed amending the National Parks Act to allow tourism development in 34 parks nationwide (see also new frontiers 4[5] and 4[6].

   The Ban Wat Chan Ecotourism Centre will be located in an FIO pine plantation, about four kilometres east of the village. The agency will construct about 20 to 30 bungalows and cabins for tourists, camping sites, restaurants, and other service facilities. The pine trees in the plantation covering about 50 ha will be logged to construct the buildings. The FIO has already begun cutting and widening roads leading from Mae Hong Son and Chiang Mai to Ban Wat Chan for use of four-wheel drive vehicles. The agency also plans to have a “homestay” project, where the tourists can stay in the Karen village as part of the ecotourism experience.

   The FIO claims that the project will generate employment and local revenue by involving local villagers as guides and service staff. But according to the Karen communities in Wat Chan, the project was planned without any consultation of local people. The Karen here resent being viewed as ethnic museum pieces for the benefit of the FIO’s tourists.

   Somsak Suriyamonthon, leader of the Karen Village Youth Group, questioned the benefits of the project to local communities, stating that “the plan will only hire Karen people for tourism services. It will not allow us to participate in any decision-making on the tourism project.”

   At a seminar in 1998, villagers and environmental groups in northern Thailand raised concerns that the ecotourism plans threaten the Ban Wat Chan watershed forest. They stated that the expansion of roads in hilly and forested terrain is increasing soil erosion and forest degradation. The TAT and the FIO responded by promising “public hearings” to discuss the controversial project. However, so far none of the agencies has held meetings with the local people. In view of growing conflicts, construction activities were halted at Ban Wat Chan. But it has been observed with concern that the TAT and the FIO have been organizing more groups of tourists to visit the area in an apparent attempt to convince dissenting villagers of the benefits of ecotourism.   (   

Opinion

WHO WILL NIP THE FORESTRY BULLIES?

While the Royal Forestry Department (RFD) uses unconscionably harsh measures to remove ethnic communities from the forests, resort developers and tourism businesses encroaching on protected areas go scot-free. The following is edited from a commentary by Bangkok Post Assistant Editor Sanitsuda Ekachai [7.12.00).
Here is another blatant example of our country's discriminatory legal enforcement against the poor. Recently, forestry chief Plodprasop Suraswadi sent a battalion of 1,200 armed men to demolish four Karen shacks in Thung Yai forest [a World Natural Heritage Site in western Thailand] on grounds of encroachment. The law must be respected, he insisted, even though the forest dwellers argued that the area had been the home of indigenous Karens for generations.

   After whacking about subsistence peasants, guess what he will do for three resorts encroaching on Taplan National Park in Prachinburi province? Shut them down? Tear down the buildings? According to press reports, the resort investors will be rewarded with park leases from the Forestry Department. Better yet, in a new demarcation of Taplan, the land built upon by the resorts might be separated from the national park to clear the legal hurdles.

   Puzzled? Bending the rules to serve the rich is a common practice among the authorities. Asked by a TV anchorman, why he let the big fish go, Mr Plodprasop said: "How can we demolish their buildings? They have invested a lot of money…" As to the villagers' homes, they can be torn down because "they are just shacks", he said.

   Polee, 63, and his wife sat crying helplessly while forestry staff destroyed their home in Thung Yai and confiscated all their belongings. "We have nothing left. Nothing to eat, nowhere to sleep," he moaned. "All's gone. "Can misery be quantified? Can it follow the rule that the less you have, the greater the loss and grief? According to the forestry chief's rationale, the magnitude of misery is decided by the amount of money invested. That's why investors should receive help to avoid financial ruin. Too bad if you're poor and powerless.

   It is common knowledge that the Forestry Department is biased towards big business. There are countless examples of the poor being kicked out to pave the way for plantations, mines or resort businesses. But Mr Plodprasop's combativeness has lifted the agency's inhumanity to new heights. Since 10 million peasants live in the areas under the Forestry Department's jurisdiction, Mr Plodprasop's belligerence towards the poor spells widespread rural unrest. When the agency which claims ownership over half the country's land mass bullies powerless folks, who is going to give it a few instructional nips? 

   Through self-help, grass-roots movements are campaigning for legal and bureaucratic reforms in the management of natural resources. The reforms would undo the autocratic system that perpetuates the collusion between technocrats, politicians and investors-the heart of Thailand's wild corruption. But things won't change until the people have a real say over the rules governing their lives. And unless everyone is really equal under the law.

A REPETITION OF ‘THE BEACH’ DEBACLE?

[The Nation: 16.2.01] – FOLLOWING the strong resistance against the filming of the Hollywood movie ‘The Beach’ in Phi Phi Islands National Park that led to an international boycott of the film, Thai environmentalists are up in arms again. This time, activists are protesting against a French TV production team that wants to shoot a new series of the “Survivor” programme on Koh Rok, a small island in Krabi Province in Southern Thailand.

   “Survivor” shows, which have become very popular in America and Europe, star a group of castaway contestants forced to stay on an isolated island and undertake a serious of tough challenges. One contestant is “eliminated” every three days until the toughest contestant remaining is declared the winner.

   Prasertpong Sorn-nuwat, a Krabi resident and one of the protest leaders against the shooting of “The Beach” at Maya Beach on Phi Phi Leh Island condemned the new film project. “It is not appropriate,” he said. “The authorities made a decision without informing the local communities. Besides, the shooting crew banned the public from entering the site... [And] how can we be sure that they won’t destroy the environment? ‘Survivor’ may be a repetition of ‘The Beach’ case: They destroyed the environment and nobody [took] the responsibility.”

   Plodprasop Suraswadi, director general of the Royal Forestry Department (RFD), said government authorities had decided to allow the crew of Adventure Line Production of France to shoot the programme in Thailand. “They agreed not to destroy the environment,” he said. “And I think that it would promote [our] tourism industry to a worldwide audience.” He added the RFD had received a one million Baht (about US$24,000) fee for use of Koh Rok to make the show, and this money would be spent to build tourist facilities on the island. The French crew planned to  shoot the ‘Survivor’ series on the island for 45 days.

   The director of the Tourism Authority of Thailand, Juthaporn Ruengron-asa, claimed the ‘Survivor’ show would promote ecotourism, local villagers on the island were likely to get extra income from the crew from renting boats or selling food.   (
VIETNAM

ETHNIC PROTESTS OVER LAND RIGHTS

[The Nation: 7.2.01; 9.2.01; 12.2.01] – VIETNAM’S authorities issued an order in the first week of February, barring foreign tourists from the central highlands after a wave of ethnic unrest swept the region, tour operators and hoteliers reported.

   Relocation and migration of large numbers of lowland Vietnamese to the central highlands to grow coffee has created friction with mountain peoples who have lived there for generations. The ethnic minorities have also been harassed for their religious beliefs by the Vietnamese authorities. 

   Violence broke out when several thousand people from ethnic minorities recently staged protests to demand the return of land, said local residents. Patrols of police, soldiers and local militia groups were strengthened in Buon Ma Thuot, the capital of Daklak province, after hundreds of angry ethnic Gia Rai and Ede marched through the city to condemn the encroachment on their land and the heavy-handed attempts to impose the authority of the ruling Communist Party. Locals said the demonstrators had built barricades on the road about 10 kilometres from Buon Ma Thuot and had threatened to beat up strangers. 

   “Police and soldiers are staying on guard around the clock,” said a coffee trader in Buon Ma Thuot. “It seems like there’s a hammer poised to fall.” He further said he heard reports that protesters had captured a commune officer and strung him up on a pole then beat him. In nearby Buon Don district, ethnic protesters took four hostages to negotiate the return of two friends held by the authorities.

   Moreover 3000 to 4000 mountain people gathered in Pleiku, capital of Gia Lai province, North of Daklak. “They said they were moved out from their land and now their life was difficult,” one resident said. Authorities arrested 20 people there for “provocative acts” and damaging state property.

   Diplomats have described the recent unrest in the central highlands as Vietnam’s worst for years.   (
