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THE REGION

CHINA LEADS ASIA-PACIFIC OUTBOUND TRAVEL MARKET
[Xinhua-Net: 8.2.08; China Daily: 4.2.08] - THE Chinese mainland is expected to record 21.6 million outbound tourists in the first half of 2008 with a year-on-year increase of 12.4 per cent.  That means China will lead the whole Asian-Pacific outbound travel market in the first six months this year. 

    According to the latest MasterCard Worldwide Index of Travel (MWIT), Asian-Pacific outbound markets will continue to be buoyant despite the economic uncertainty in the global financial market. The market will see 79.5 million outbound tourists in the next six months, with over one quarter from the Chinese mainland, the report said. 

    It attributed the booming outbound travel market to the increasing number of middle-class Chinese. The number of China's middle-class families is expected rise to 100 million in 2016 from 35 million in 2006 in metropolises, such as Beijing, Shanghai and Guangzhou. 
   As more countries get Approved Destination Status (ADS) to receive Chinese tourists, hospitality industry executives over the world are scrambling to find ways to attract this new driver of international travel business. But their success, analysts say, will finally depend on their understanding of Chinese culture and customs, and creating a comfortable tourism environment for these uniquely different guests.
   “There is a bestseller in China titled Success Depends on Details. Overseas travel operators would do well to take to heart the message of that book when targeting Chinese customers,” says Xu Fan, member of the professional committee of the United Nations’ World Tourism Organization. Xu’s suggestion alludes to the unique tastes and preferences of Chinese travellers as well as their diverse inclinations and expectations when touring a foreign land, often stemming from regional characteristics.

   The Chinese are characterized by diverse regional cultures and traits. Some tourists may prefer to go to the museum while others to designer boutiques. Wide income gaps also lend to this diversity of tourist preferences. Clearly, treating Chinese tourists as a homogenous entity is suicidal and the key to success lies in formulating tailored promotion strategies to meet the demands of various outbound travel groups.

   Chinese consumers are getting more sophisticated, according to Grace Pan, head of Travel and Leisure Research for The Nielsen Company, China. The research firm has conducted a series of studies on the Chinese outbound travel sector and finds service and product designs outweigh prices as key elements influencing travel decisions of the Chinese. Hot porridge and salted vegetables for breakfast, kettle at hand for access to boiled water and Chinese-language signs in rooms, for example, would go a long way in drawing Chinese tourists.   (
MEKONG NATIONS TO BOOST TOURISM

[The Nation: 22.1.08; E-Travel Blackboard Asia: 29.1.08] - THE Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) nations expect tourist arrivals to reach 52 million by 2015, against 25 million last year, with better infrastructure and services. Tourism ministers from Thailand, Cambodia, China, Laos, Burma and Vietnam as part of the ASEAN Tourism Forum, held in Bangkok from 17 – 26 January. They announced a target to increase the number of visitors to the region to about 10 million over the next seven or eight years. 

   The Asian Development Bank (ADB) offered US$40 million to finance tourism development projects particularly infrastructure-related. Tourism officials approved marketing strategies and tourism development plans for the region to encourage visitors to stay for longer periods. There were also discussions to have a common GMS visa in the near future and to promote three key areas to tourists - ecotourism, culture and heritage, and adventure. To accomplish the goal, the six nations are called to improve tourism standards and services, enhance the skills of tourism managers, public officials and industry workers.   (
BURMA

TOURISM DOWN ALMOST HALF AFTER PROTESTS 

[Reiters News: 4.2.08] – TOURIST arrivals in Burma almost halved in the last three months of 2007 after the military junta crushed popular monk-led protests, killing at least 31 people, according to the government-controlled Myanmar Times. The English-language weekly said the number of foreign visitors fell 24 per cent in October, immediately after the crackdown, and were down 44 per cent in the last quarter of the year from the same period of 2006.
   "Tourist arrivals during the whole year fell by 8.8 per cent in 2007 from a year ago," Deputy Tourism Minister Aye Myint Kyu, a brigadier-general, was quoted as saying.  

   According to Burma’s Central Statistical Organization, 349,877 tourists visited Burma in 2006, and arrivals in the first eight months of 2007 showed a slight increase. However, the suppression of the monk-led protests, including the secretly filmed shooting of a Japanese journalist on Sule Pagoda Road in Rangoon, caused worldwide outrage and led to groups canceling tours. he junta blamed the foreign media and dissident reporters sneaking footage and pictures out via the Internet for causing the plunge in arrivals.
   "Some foreigners attempted to tarnish the image of Myanmar by posting in the websites the photos of the protest walks," Aye Myint Kyu wrote recently in state-run newspapers under a widely known pseudonym. "The photos and news of the incidents on the Sule Pagoda Road had a strong negative impact on the nation's tourism industry," he said of protests in central Rangoon.
   Hoteliers reported occupancy rates down by as much as 70 per cent during the normal year-end high season and were forced to slash rates to attract visitors.
   The monk-led protests in August and September were the biggest challenge to decades of military rule since a mass uprising in 1988. The United Nations says at least 31 people were killed in the subsequent crackdown, in which the junta admits 2,927 people were arrested.   (
JUNTA REOPENS ANCIENT PALACE TO LURE BACK TOURISTS

[Ethical Traveler website: Feb. 2008] - IN an attempt to entice tourists to the military-ruled country, Burma's Ministry of Culture has reopened the Thiri Zeya Bumi Pagan Golden Palace. The palace—whose reconstruction began several years ago—is one of the most impressive remnants of the ancient city of Pagan, which flourished as a Buddhist centre from the 11th to the 13th centuries. The site spreads across 80 kms and encompasses over 2,000 ruins.
   The junta hopes that the reopening will inject a much-needed boost to the country's tourism, which took a heavy hit after the violence that erupted following last fall's pro-democracy rallies.
   On 15 January, the UK's Trades Union Congress (TUC), in conjunction with the London-based NGO Tourism Concern, renewed the call for a tourism boycott of Burma, citing evidence of child labor in the development of tourist infrastructure and the displacement of people near tourist attractions—among other human rights abuses—as rationale. The boycott originated over a decade ago with democratically-elected Burmese leader Aung San Suu Kyi, who is still under house arrest in Rangoon. Whether Pagan's Golden Palace will invite tourists to break the boycott remains to be seen.   (
CAMBODIA

Special Report

URBAN-RURAL DIVIDE SET TO WIDEN

The  following is a shortened version of an article by Marwaan Macan-Markar for the Inter Press Service (IPS: 18.2.08)
Phnom Penh’s skyline is set for a dramatic change, now that South Korean companies have confirmed plans to build two skyscrapers in the Cambodian capital. The 42-storey Gold Tower is scheduled to be completed by 2011, while a 53-storey structure will be ready the following year.
   Such a transformation will invariably serve as visual symbols of the direction this nation has taken on the road to development. It will add to the impressive numbers Cambodia’s has recorded over the past two years, with the economy growing by 11 per cent in 2006 and nine per cent in 2007. 
   The likelihood of more tall towers wrapped in glass following these two appears possible. The South-east Asian country “received more than 1,500 requests for construction projects worth US$1.5 billion US in the first nine months of 2007,’’ the Phnom Penh Post reported recently, quoting Urban Planning and Construction Minister Im Chhum. 
   Yet such a picture only confirms why Cambodia is increasingly becoming a country with deep economic divisions, with the economic boom concentrated in only three urban centres - Phnom Penh, Siem Reap and Sihanoukville - at the expense of its rural areas, where 80 per cent of the country’s 14 million people live. 
   A new study by a UN agency lays bare the extent of food insecurity, high malnutrition and the ‘food poor’ in one of this region’s poorest countries still struggling to put behind it the nightmare of a brutal war and oppression that lasted over two decades. Currently, close to 35 per cent of Cambodians, or some 4.6 million people, live below the poverty line of U$1 a day. Cambodian’s classified as ‘food deprived’ amount to 21 percent of the population, close to three million people, states the World Food Programme (WFP), drawing on the 2007 Food Insecurity Assessment, conducted by, among others, the UN Food and Agriculture Organization. The ‘food poor’ are those who eat less than the minimum diet to supply basic energy requirements. 
   The appearance of Siem Reap among the 10 provinces described as ‘hot spots’ due to ‘high malnutrition rates’ by the WFP in its mid-February study illustrates the two faces of Cambodia’s development story. For years, the city of Siem Reap has seen rapid growth, with many plush hotels coming up, to cater to the planeloads of tourists flying into the city. Its main draw: the majestic Angkor Wat and the surrounding temples built during the 14th century and before. 
   Yet the tourist dollars that have been pouring in have not trickled beyond the city’s borders. “Siem Reap is one of the poorest provinces in the country,’’ said Thomas Keusters, head of WFP’s Cambodia office. “Tourism is only focused in the city. But only 15 miles away from the city centre, people are very poor.’’ The Cambodians left out from the city’s growth are those with little education in the province who cannot find jobs in the hotels, adds Keusters. 
   Cambodia’s weak education system beyond the main urban centres was [recently] highlighted in a report on education trends in the region released by the United Nations Education, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO). It has one of the ‘highest repetition rates’ of school children in the first grade, at 24 per cent, revealed the ‘2008 Education for All Global Monitoring Report’.  

   Even the World Bank admits that despite Cambodia’s success on some fronts - such as reducing the number of people living in poverty from 47 per cent of the population in 1994 to 35 per cent a decade later - inequality is a problem. During the past 10 years, the consumption power of the country’s richest 20 per cent grew by 45 per cent, as against an only eight per cent rise in the consumption power of the poorest 20 percent, the Bank noted in its 2007 study of equity in Cambodia. 
   This economic divide exposes what “growth rates do not show, about who is benefiting and who are the losers,’’ says Shalmali Guttal, a senior researcher at Focus on the Global South, a Bangkok-based think tank. “The ordinary people in the rural and urban areas have been losing for years. There is a systemic problem in the distribution of resources.’’
   The prospect of immediate change for the economically marginalized appears remote, she explained in an interview, because of the poor being deprived or denied access to land in the rural areas or even to fish in the country’s largest lake. “Fishing concessions have been sold to private companies and the local fishing communities have a little catch, depriving them of income and their main source of protein.’’
   Amnesty International (AI) is the latest human rights group to raise the alarm about the harsh measures used by the administration of Prime Minister Hun Sen to support a trend of forced evictions in the urban and rural areas to acquire land for commercial ventures and “development’’ projects (see ‘Burning homes…’).   (
BURNING HOMES OF THE POOR

[Amnesty International: 11.2.08] - "BEFORE, we did some farming… I was able to feed my seven children. Now there is nothing."
   Vireak [not the real name] and his seven children became homeless on 20 April 2007. That day, most of the village of Mittapheap 4 in the coastal town of Sihanoukville in Cambodia was burned to the ground by law enforcement and military officers, forcibly evicting more than 100 families. Months later, Vireak still lives under a tarpaulin on the roadside. 
   Vireak's situation is mirrored countless times across the country as land grabs, landlessness, and disputes spread further and faster, according to a new report by Amnesty International (AI). Like thousands of other victims of forced eviction in Cambodia, Vireak and his neighbours were never consulted before the eviction and were given no formal notice. 
   The underlying land dispute was not settled before the village was demolished. International human rights standards say that forced eviction must be a measure of last resort. The authorities violated this, says AI. 
   The Cambodian authorities follow a pattern of behaviour, using the court system as a means to stop and silence activists seeking to defend their homes and lands. A growing number of residents and human rights activists are imprisoned across the country, including in Sihanoukville [see also story on ‘giant resort plans…’]. 
   Following the loss of their homes, 13 of Vireak’s neighbours were arrested and charged with criminal offences. Nine were found guilty and sentenced to short prison terms, despite a lack of evidence. Although they have served their term, they have not been released but remain in prison in what constitutes arbitrary detention, pending the hearing of a prosecution appeal.
   Most of the Mittapheap 4 villagers were subsistence farmers, beach vendors and small-scale fishermen. The loss of access to a means of supporting themselves and their families means that they risk sinking still further into already entrenched poverty.
   The Cambodian government has adopted policies, supported by its international donors, aimed at developing and improving the lives of the poor. But such policies are in stark contrast to the realities experienced by Vireak, Sopheap and other victims of forced evictions, who sink deeper into poverty through the actions of the authorities. Instead of protecting the population against forced evictions, government representatives are often involved in arbitrarily expropriating land from marginalized people living in poverty. 
   As long as this situation is allowed to continue, thousands of Cambodians will remain under threat – not only in Sihanoukville and other urban centres, but also increasingly in rural areas, warns AI. Forced evictions are recognized by the UN as a gross violation of human rights.   ( 
GIANT RESORT PLANS FOR SIHANOUKVILLE

[Earth Times Online: 23.1.08; Forbes Magazine: 13.2.08] – ACCORDING to a report in Forbes magazine, Queenco Leisure International Ltd has recently bought a US$10-million-parcel of land in Sihanoukville, on which it plans to build a resort and casino. 

   In a separate development, an offshoot of the company in control of Cambodia's most powerful petroleum group, Sokimex, also plans to develop a luxury resort on a beach in Sihanoukville. The area's deputy governor recently confirmed that Sokha Hotel Group would construct a 1,000-room hotel and golf course over 54 hectares around O'Chheuteal Beach, the largest and most popular of the municipality's white sand beaches. 

   "This is a great boost for our economy. It will create employment and solve the crisis of hotel rooms we have every holiday season," deputy governor Sboang Sarath said. 

   With Sihanoukville expanding its port to attract the lucrative cruise ship tour industry and readying to reap expected oil reserves offshore from the municipality, 240 kms south-west of the capital, within two years, the once sleepy coastal town wants to increase its top-end accommodation. Currently, Sihanoukville has just two 5-star hotels, including Sokha Beach Resort, also owned by Sokha Hotel Group, which also has a private beach and claims its bookings double every year.   ( 

SPANISH COMPANY PROPOSES GAME HUNTING PARK IN RATTANAKIRI

[Associated Press: 12.12.07] - THE Cambodian government is studying a Spanish company's proposal to convert a huge tract of jungle in the country's wild northeast into a game hunting park for big-spending tourists, a wildlife protection official revealed in December. The Madrid-based NSOK Safaris company wants to use 100,000 hectares in Rattanakiri province, which is home to an abundance of wildlife, including several endangered species, as well as several indigenous tribal minorities. The province is about 325 kilometers from the capital Phnom Penh.

   The project envisages bungalows and luxury lodging built "for high-class, VIP tourists...or professional hunters," said Dany Chheang, deputy director of the Wildlife Protection Office of Cambodia's Agriculture Ministry.
      Dany Chheang said setting up hunting safaris fits the government's efforts "to diversify options for ‘ecotourism’ activity in Cambodia." He said about 30 types of animals, including deer, pigs and wild boar as well as reptiles and birds, could be put up for hunting, but shooting tigers would not be allowed.

   Conservationists responded cautiously to the hunting safari proposal, as land disputes have become common between the rich and indigenous peoples, who are under pressure to give up their ancestral land to commercial developers.

   "There has been a string of problems around the world with regard to tourism in indigenous peoples' areas, but there have been a few successes," said Graeme Brown, Rattanakiri coordinator for the California-based non-profit group Community Forestry International.

   Chris Greenwood, a spokesman from the World Wildlife Fund in Cambodia, called on the government to release more information about the plan. "Anything that threatens the survival of already endangered species is not a good thing for conservation in Cambodia," he said.

   A NSOK Safaris spokesman did not respond to an e-mailed request seeking comment about the project.   (
THAILAND

TOUGH YEAR AHEAD FOR TOURISM INDUSTRY 

[The Nation: 31.1.08] - HOTEL and tour operators foresee a tough time this year from several uncontrollable factors, including a global economic slowdown reducing tourist arrivals as the number of hotel rooms increases.

The Thai Hotels Association (THA) said big new hotels featuring more than 30,000 rooms were being developed nationwide and would open between now and 2010. Of these, about 12,000 rooms are scheduled to become available this year. President Chanin Donavanik said at least 19 big hotels consisting of more than 250 rooms are set to open in Bangkok this year, totalling about 5,000 rooms. The rest will be in major tourist destinations like Phuket, Pattaya, Krabi, Chiang Mai and Phang Nga. Meanwhile, many serviced apartments will soon turn their premises into hotels following a new hotel law that will take effect soon.

   Chanin said the large number of hotels would harm the economy, because many would run into financial problems in view of the effects of the US sub-prime crisis. Moreover, increasing oil prices and negative reports about Suvarnabhumi Airport are threatening the tourism industry's growth.

   The THA urged business operators to prepare contingency strategies ahead of fiercer competition.

   Vice president Prakit Chinamourpong said the average hotel occupancy rate last year was 69.8 per cent, down 7.8 per cent from earlier years that saw an average of 75.7 per cent. This year, the occupancy rate is expected to rebound to only 70 per cent, due to the supply of new hotel rooms.

   The average occupancy rate for hotels in popular destinations such as Chiang Mai, Pattaya and Hua Hin has dropped because foreigners postponed their trips to Thailand due to several negative factors.  

   The strong baht has been cited as one cause for the drop. International tourists, especially Japanese, are avoiding Thailand due to the 50-per-cent increase in travelling costs caused by the weakening yen against the stronger baht.    (
TOUR OPERATORS CALL FOR A NEW APPROACH   

[The Nation: 3.1.08; 8.2.08; 22.2.08] - TOURISM organizations and private-sector representatives have combined their voices to call on the new government and the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) to attract higher-spending tourists by developing Thailand as a ‘high-quality’ destination. As well as urging the creation of a high-quality image, the tourism experts suggested strategies for the TAT this year.

   Tourism Council of Thailand president Wichit na Ranong said the new government must rebuild deteriorating destinations in order to reclaim the tourist trade. It should also encourage cooperation between tourism-related government agencies and the private sector.

   "Past governments have never listened to operators who specialize in the industry. This is the root of the problem," Wichit said. 

   Tour operators also want the government to set up a ‘war room’ to monitor negative issues in the tourism industry.  The Association of Thai Travel Agents (ATTA) recommended the government improve human resources, in order to enhance Thailand's ability to compete with other countries. ATTA treasurer Surapon Sritrakul said the new government should study past tourism plans and how they succeeded or failed, so it could make adjustments or add appropriate developments. 

   Kriengsak Tantiphipop,  development executive chief marketing officer of the Siam Paragon Shopping Centre said if the government wanted to succeed in the tourism and services sectors, it should revise Thailand's image by promoting it as a premium destination instead of a cheap place to visit. At the same time, it should go abroad to tell tourists and tour operators about the new focus. One key measure to success, he said, was to develop Bangkok as a shopping paradise. Although this goal has existed for years, a comparison of Bangkok with major shopping cities like Hong Kong, Singapore and Kuala Lumpur shows it has so far been unsuccessful.

   "This is the way to get five-star tourists," Kriengsak said. Average tourist spending in Thailand is only about US$100 a day, very much lower than in Hong Kong, where tourists spend some US$4,500 in three days, or US$1,500per day, he added.

   The new Tourism and Sports Minister Weerasak Kowsurat has given a commitment to work with tourism-related agencies and the private sector to boost the number of high-spending visitors. "The government has announced 2008-2009 as period of tourism and investment, so I will encourage investment in the tourism sector," he said, adding "Private investors will probably be more interested in small projects, while big projects need to be done by the government.”   ( 

SAMUI - ISLAND PARADISE FOR BIG SPENDERS OR TOURISM SLUM?

[The Nation: 22.2.08] – PROPERTY developers are investing some US$300 million in new hotels and resorts on Koh Samui this year. The number of hotel and resort rooms on the tourist haven in the Gulf of Thailand will grow from 14,405 at the end of 2007 to 15,500 by the end of this year, according to a survey by the Tourist Association of Koh Samui. However, the island's infrastructure, including waste treatment and water supply systems and roads, are falling further and further behind the aggressive growth of tourist facilities.

   The association's president Sanee Puwasetthaworn said expansion by international hotel chains on Koh Samui since 2005 has been largely responsible for increasing the number of hotel and resort rooms. Their investment has totalled more than US$900 million, and they include Accor, Hyatt, Avasorn and Four Seasons.

   The investment has followed the spiralling number of tourists visiting Koh Samui. From 937,763 visitors in 2004 to 1,030,623 in 2006, the number is expected to reach 1.5 million this year, following Thai Airways' launch of two flights per day between Bangkok and Koh Samui to add to Bangkok Airways' existing schedule.

Up to 80 per cent of tourists who visit Koh Samui are foreigners, mainly from the United States, Europe, Oceania, Asia, the Middle East and Africa. 

   Unsurprisingly, land prices have leapt by an average of 100 per cent over the past two years, in response to strong demand for land to develop resorts and hotels. Prices at the hugely popular Chaweng Beach have risen from US$150,000 per rai in 2005 to more than US$300,000 (1 rai = 1,600sq.m). Plots inland - so-called ‘mountain view’ properties - have increased in price from US$60,000 per rai to US$150,000 over the same period. As well as hotels and resorts, investors have also been keen to develop residential projects for sale on the island. 

   One of the biggest problems facing Koh Samui is the ability of the island's infrastructure to cope with the flood of development. Tourist Association of Koh Samui director Satirapong Surinvarangkul said Koh Samui's status is only that of a district within Surat Thani province. As a result, its infrastructure is nowhere near as good as that at Phuket, which has provincial status. So when the population of Koh Samui district quadruples, from only 50,000 people to 200,000, and nearly one million tourists visit each year, the infrastructure proves to be outright disastrous.

   Glaring problems exist with Koh Samui's waste treatment, water supply and transportation systems. Satirapong said the island's waste-treatment system has the capacity to clear only 70 tonnes of waste a day, but the local and visiting populations create more than double that amount. Consequently, Koh Samui is slowly but surely turning into a filthy, ugly tourism slum.    (
MEDIA EXPOSE THE PLIGHT OF THE KAYAN

Refugees from the ‘long-necked’ Kayan tribe, exploited as a tourist attraction in Mae Hong Son province near the border to Burma, have been at the centre of an international storm over a resettlement programme after 20 of them were refused permission by the Thai authorities to start new lives in a third country. Both the Bangkok Post (16.2.08) and the BBC (30.1. 08) recently ran detailed reports about the miserable situation of the Kayan. 
The following is edited from an article by Andrew Harding for the BBC.

"It's incredible," says a Canadian tourist, snapping away with his camera, as the women pose - heads bobbing stiffly far above their shoulders - and try to sell him a few souvenirs from the doorsteps of their bamboo huts. 

   For years the prospect of visiting one of three "long-necked" Kayan villages in this remote corner of north-western Thailand, close to the Burmese border, has been a major lure for foreign tourists. In return, the visitors have helped to provide a very modest income for the Kayan women and their families, who are all refugees from Burma. 

   But in a dramatic intervention, the United Nations is now talking of the need for a tourism boycott, amid allegations that the Kayan are being trapped in a "human zoo". The United Nations refugee agency (UNHCR) says that for the past two years, the Thai authorities have refused to allow a group of 20 Kayan to leave the country, despite firm offers to resettle them in Finland and New Zealand. 

   The suspicion is that the women are being kept in Thailand because of the central role they play in the local tourism industry. "We don't understand why these 20 are not allowed to start new lives," said the UNHCR's regional spokeswoman, Kitty McKinsey. "The Thai authorities are treating them in a special way," she argued, pointing out that some 20,000 other Burmese refugees had recently been allowed to move to third countries. 

   "It's absolutely a human zoo," she said. "One solution is for tourists to stop going." 

   At the centre of this increasingly heated dispute is a quietly determined 23-year-old woman called Zember, who has proudly worn her tribe's traditional neck rings since she was five. Zember and her family fled their home in the hills of eastern Burma 18 years ago. Her mother, Mu Pao, remembers government troops raiding their village and taking the men away by force to work as porters. 

   Like tens of thousands of people, the Kayan headed for the Thai border. But instead of being kept with the other refugees, the "long-necked" families were put in a separate compound a few yards from the official camp. Since then, the ethnic conflicts inside Burma have raged on, and the Kayan community in Thailand has swelled to about 500. 

"It's absolutely a human zoo," she said. "One solution is for tourists to stop going."

   "At least we're safe here and we can earn some money," said Mu Pao. Each tourist pays a 250 baht (US$8) entrance fee. 

   Other older women in the village agreed that, with little hope of ever returning to Burma, earning about US$50 a month to be stared at by tourists was an acceptable deal. But in 2005, a far better deal emerged. The UNHCR began offering permanent resettlement abroad to the many thousands of refugees still living in the area. 

   Many of the Kayan applied, and Zember and her family were quickly told they'd been accepted. "I was so happy," said Zember. "They tell me a house is already waiting for us in New Zealand." 

   For the past two years, however, the Thai authorities have refused to sign the paperwork needed for Zember and 19 others to leave the country.  "Actually they aren't refugees," said Wachira Chotirosseranee, the deputy district officer and refugee camp commander, who insisted this was a purely bureaucratic matter with no connection to the local tourism industry. 

   "According to the regulations, you have to live inside the refugee camp. They don't meet the criteria." The Thai authorities argue that the Kayan are economic migrants who earn a good living from the tourist trade and have chosen to settle outside the refugee camps. 

   "They absolutely are refugees," said the UNHCR's Kitty McKinsey. "It comes as a great surprise that the Thai authorities are criticising them for living outside the camps, when it was the Thai authorities who wanted them to live (outside)." 

   In frustration, and as an act of protest, Zember has now taken off her neck rings. "It felt uncomfortable at first," she said, rubbing her throat. Over the years, the rings push the women's shoulders and ribs down, making their necks appear stretched. "Because of my rings I have suffered many problems," she said. "I wear them not for tourists. I wear them for tradition... Now I feel like a prisoner." 

VIETNAM

FOREIGN INVESTORS POUR FUNDS INTO RESORT DEVELOPMENTS 

[Vietnam Economic Times: 12.2.08; Vietnam News Agency: 13.2.08; International Herald Tribune: 13.2.08] — TOURISM last year broke records for attracting foreign investment, reporting 47 projects totalling US$1.86 billion, said the Ministry of Culture, Sports and Tourism.

The ministry said last year’s result tripled the figure of 2006 and was equal to the total amount of the 7-8 previous years.

   The director of the ministry’s Planning and Finance Department, Ho Viet Ha, said foreign investors were particularly interested in building entertainment parks, hotels, resorts and golf courses on a large scale and with high-quality services. 

   Golfing for example is a big attraction for tourists visiting from neighboring countries. Many tourists from Taiwan, Hong Kong and Malaysia for example holiday specifically for golf and spa leisure facilities and since the first golfing development, many new resorts have been springing up all over the coast from north to south. 

   Ha attributed the acceleration of foreign investment in tourism to the opening of the domestic market in accordance with Vietnam’s World Trade Organization (WTO) commitments. The wide opening attracted foreign investors to pour in the industry, Ha said. But the most important thing, he said, was "the attractiveness of Vietnam’s investment environment thanks to political stability and many incentives for investors."

   Vietnam’s exemption of taxes in line with its integration process has made its investment environment more attractive and fueled the development of the country’s service sector.

   According to the Ministry of Culture, Sports and Tourism, the most noteworthy foreign invested tourism project last year was Singapore’s US$1-billion Banyan Tree group, which was completing procedures for building an ‘eco’-resort in the Chan May-Lang Co Economic Zone in the central province of Thua Thien-Hue. Construction of the resort was scheduled to begin in March and would be completed in early 2014, containing 10 five-star hotels with 3,000 rooms, a golf course, an international conference centre and 470 villas for sale.

   Thailand’s Six Senses group last year also started a plan to build three Ana Mandara resorts in Nha Trang and Da Lat. TJ Grundl Hong, Six Senses project manager, revealed his group’s plan to build six resorts in Vietnam by 2010. He said that Vietnam had over 3,200km of coastline and many localities had beautiful beaches but sea-borne tourism was under-developed.

   Central Da Nang, with its socio-economic and geographic advantages, last year attracted a series of tourism projects with a combined capital of hundreds of millions of dollars.

   The director of the city’s Investment Promotion Centre, Lam Quang Minh, said four projects would be carried out in 2008, of which the largest was the US$325-million Capital Square project by Vinacapital Commercial Centre Ltd, to be launched in the first quarter to build a hotel, apartments, deluxe villas and an entertainment park. 

   As a result of the tourism boom, the country’s property prices are skyrocketing. In many areas prices have increased by more than 50 per cent in the last year. And more than US$5 billion flowed into property developments in 2007, primarily foreign investments into Ho Chi Minh City, where an apartment priced at US$80,000 in 2006 might sell for US$240,000 in 2007, said James Gonzalez, market analyst for Obelisk, a property firm. Foreigners and expatriate Vietnamese retiring back to their country see many opportunities such as renewed infrastructure, resorts and luxury accommodation along with fewer restrictions on property and land ownership for them.   (
THE CHANGING FACE OF HALONG BAY     

[Sail-World Cruising website: 16.2.08] – SAILORS en route Hong Kong-Singapore or just cruising Asian waters should stop to take a look at the spectacularly beautiful Ha Long Bay area, a UNESCO World Heritage Site, but by the sound of plans in the making, they should do so as soon as possible, suggests the Sail-World Cruising website. 
   The Vietnam Import-Export and Construction Corporation (Vinaconex) has started a big new project at the Cai Gia – Cat Ba – Hai Phong Tourism and Urban Area, developing the infrastructure for Tung Thu artificial beach.

   Tran Ngoc Quang, Director of the Management Board, said the project covers an area of 171 ha within Ha Long Bay. It is estimated to cost US$600 million and will take 8-10 years to complete. Speaking about Vinaconex’s ambitious plan, Mr. Quang said this will become the new tourism centre for northern Vietnam, and give Cat Ba Island both ‘regional and global recognition and fame’. 

   Mr. Quang said, “Cat Ba has beautiful beaches and rare forests, which are recognized as a biosphere reserve. Located within the Ha Long Bay area, Cat Ba can be connected to other islands and tourism destinations to become a tourism community.” 
   Hundreds of thousands of cubic meters of sand will be brought in to create three new bathing beaches. An artificial river will be created, linking the sea and the Cat Ba National Forest. Additionally, a yacht station will also be built to turn Cat Ba into a destination for yachts travelling from Hong Kong to Singapore.   ( 

FROM PRISON TO ‘ECOTOURISM’ PARADISE  

[Vietnam News Agency: 17.2.08] – WHEN most Vietnamese think of Con Dao Island, they think of prison. And for some 100 years that is what it was, but now people are beginning to recognize the island as something very different: a hot-spot for ‘ecotourism’. Formerly known as Con Son or Con Lon, the National Assembly renamed the island Con Dao in 1977. It is the largest of 16 islands in the archipelago in southern Vietnam, and spans 51.52sq.km with 6,000 residents, rich forests, mountains and beaches. 19,990 ha of the island are forests, favourite areas for ecotourists.

   The journey to the island takes 12 hours by ship from Vung Tau City in Ba Ria-Vung Tau Province, which is 97 nautical miles south-east. Only Co Ong Airport flies to the island, using a 70-passenger ATR-72 and adjusts flight schedules based on demand and climate. Of over US$4.7million of the island’s revenue, $870,000 comes from tourism.   The pristine environment and well-protected forests helped the park attract around 3,000 visitors over the last year, a third of whom were foreign.

   "The island received full support from the government’s project on ecotourism and historical relics last year. The Ben Dam Port, which is 11m deep, makes it ideal for becoming a major fishing centre along the southern coast," said District People’s Committee vice chairman Bui Van Binh. "We expect to expand the airport by lengthening the runway to the sea, thereby allowing bigger air planes in. But the project still requires large investments and time," he added.

   Specifically, ‘ecotourism’ services like trekking through the primitive forest, scuba diving and staying overnight on the rescue and release turtle centre have been drawing visitors.

   Con Dao National Park is one of the country’s six areas with concentrated biodiversity in both sea and land, possessing thousands of types of flora and fauna. Black and brown squirrels, birds and endangered, endemic animals such as sea cows (Dugong), green turtles and hawk’s bill turtles abound. 

   "We are proud of the environment and security on Con Dao over the years. The islands are the first site in Vietnam involved in rescuing and releasing turtles. We release around 60,000 turtles every year during the reproduction period," explained vice director of Con Dao National Park Tran Dinh Hue. “Turtles appearing and reproducing on the islands is a signal of a well-protected environment because the animal is highly sensitive the water where it lives and breeds," Hue added.

   National park researchers are also presently watching between eight and 12 sea cows living among the islands. Hue explained that sea grass growing abundantly around the islands is the main food of the endangered animals.

   During the French colonial in the 18th century, this ‘ecotourism’ site was known as the great prison for Vietnamese patriots. French and Americans built Con Dao with 127 detention rooms, 42 cells and 504 tiger cages, spanning 151,334sq.m.

   The former prison has been restored as a historical site for visitors interested in tracing the history of Vietnamese revolutionaries. Last year, over 17,000 people came to the area, and over 18,000 more are expected this year.

Therefore, investors are also increasingly showing interest in the area. "Twenty investors came to the islands to survey them as tourist sites during 2006-07 alone. However, transport is still a handicap for them," said the district’s Deputy Head of the Tourism Board Nguyen Xuan Dung. "The island has accommodations of around 147 rooms and the figure will increase in the next few years. A four-star hotel with an investment of US$5 million will be built by Saigon Tourist, and another international US$23 million resort Dat Doc is under construction by Con Dao Resort Limited Company."

   Currently, the island is trying to overcome transport difficulties with two vessels carrying 500 passengers from Vung Tau City three times a week. Although ATR-72 air planes arrive once weekly, flights are sometimes cancelled due to weather between September and April or seats remain empty during this off season.   (
