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THE REGION

MEKONG COUNTRIES ADOPT ACTION PLAN FOR DEVELOPMENT

[Xinhua Net: 31.3.08; China Daily: 31.3.08; Mizzima News: 1.4.08] - MEETING in Vientiane, Laos, prime ministers from the six Mekong River countries forged ahead with an ambitious action plan to enhance regional economic development and coordination. At the third triennial summit of the Greater Mekong Sub-region (GMS), held on 30 and 31 March, leaders from Burma Cambodia, China, Laos, Thailand and Vietnam agreed to build upon what they described as a prosperous era in the region's history. The outcome of the summit is the Vientiane Action Plan for 2008-2012, which aims to bring the countries closer together in an interconnected web of economic interests.

    “The new GMS plan of action we have adopted today will help us transform the Mekong subregion into a hub of development in Asia,” said Lao Deputy Prime Minister Thongloun Sisoulith.
    Under the plan, the six GMS nations are called to speed up construction and improvement of transport corridors. A major event during the Vientiane GMS conference, was the opening of the last section of the highway link from Singapore to Beijing through the Mekong region (see ‘Highways…’). A rail link between Singapore and the Chinese city of Kunming is also under way. 
   Moreover, the plan envisages building rural communications network, the development of biofuel and renewable energy sources, as well as the sustainable management of natural and cultural tourism sites.

   Since its inception in 1992, the GMS economic cooperation programme has developed into one of the fastest growing regions of the world, with an average gross domestic product growth of over 6 per cent in recent years. It involves planning and carrying out sub-regional projects in nine areas: transport, energy, telecommunications, tourism, environment, human resource development, agriculture, trade facilitation, and private investment. Over the past 15 years, approximately US$10 billion in investments have been made in 34 regional development projects.   ( 

HIGHWAYS PROMPT SOCIAL AND ENVIRONMENTAL CONCERNS 

[Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC): 1.4.08; Agence France Presse (AFP): 1.4.08] – CRITICS warn the pace of development of a highway linking Singapore and Beijing is accelerating the spread of disease and environmental damage. Serious concerns were raised when the last remaining section of the road was officially opened by the prime ministers of China, Laos and Thailand during the Greater Mekong Summit in the Lao capital, Vientiane.
    The new all-weather highway will significantly boost tourism and trade through the region. But Raekwon Chung from the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) warned there needs to be an environmental balance to the regions growth. "Because the current development pattern is grow first, clean up later... so everybody is obsessed about how much production you increase every year," he said.

    Across the Mekong region, a vast highway grid is taking shape, dragging former backwaters into the modern age but also speeding the spread of social ills and environmental harm, experts say. A study on a World Bank financed road that has connected China with the Lao Mekong river port of Xiengkok since 2000 has revealed alarming news. 

   The "impact on the local lifestyles and livelihoods has been dramatic," said the study, which was co-written by Chris Lyttleton of Australia's Macquarie University. An influx of Chinese and Thai traders had brought new consumer goods and jobs, but there were also "dramatic increases" in synthetic drug abuse and a rise in the illegal wildlife trade, according to the report. The authors called the road, now lined with bars and restaurants, a potential "tinderbox that could allow rapid spread of HIV/AIDS or other sexually transmitted diseases."

    Laos expert Martin Stuart-Fox of Australia's University of Queensland said many Lao people now feared the "truck-stop development" of their country. "Lao friends of mine fear that social ills such as HIV/AIDS and prostitution will flourish, and that it will make it easier to lure young Lao to be exploited - sexually and otherwise - in Thailand and Vietnam," he said.

    World Wide Fund for Nature vice president Tom Dillon commented, "The rapid growth and expansion of GMS has taken its toll, in particular with unforeseen environmental costs in the form of illegal wildlife and timber trade. Minerals, metals, timber and species are being extracted from the forests at a dizzying pace, while the Mekong River, the region's most vital lifeline, is being dammed."

   UNEP pointed out that the region's "natural resource base has come under pressure from rapid economic and demographic change. Together with the impact of infrastructure development and the weakness of national protective and regulatory institutions, these forces have contributed to widespread pollution and natural resource depletion." UNEP warned that "despite increasing economic integration, a key weakness of the GMS is that it still lacks a genuinely regional body with the mandate to develop and implement a shared vision of sustainable development."

   John Cooney, from the Asian Development Bank (ADB), disagreed with the criticisms, saying the six national leaders have agreed to jointly tackle health risks, human and drug trafficking, and growing environmental threats. "The countries themselves... are very much aware and awake to the problems of HIV/AIDs, communicable diseases, etcetera," he said. "Any of our projects are always done within the framework of three safeguard policies of environment, voluntary resettlement and ethnic minorities, and we find that we have no problem putting those policies in place."   (
SOUTH CHINA SEA HEADED FOR TROUBLED WATER 

[AFP: 12.4.08] — ITS coasts are increasingly dotted with holiday resorts and cruise tourism is booming in the South China Sea. But polluted, crossed by busy shipping lanes, and disputed by many countries, the sea has taken an environmental battering that threatens future food supplies, marine scientists warned at the fourth Global Conference on Oceans, Coasts and Islands that took place in Hanoi, Vietnam, in early April.

       The South China Sea is ringed by China, Taiwan, the Philippines, Indonesia, Malaysia, Brunei, Indonesia, Singapore, Thailand, Cambodia and Vietnam. In a decade, the sea - at the heart of the densely populated and rapidly industrializing region - has lost 16 per cent of its coral reefs and coastal mangroves and 30 per cent of its sea grass, according to the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). The exploitation of its fisheries, both legal and illegal, by family boats and industrial deep sea trawlers now threatens to deplete fish stocks that millions of people rely on. 
   "The key issues on a basin scale are habitat degradation and loss, overfishing and land-based pollution," said Vo Si Tuan, who served as Vietnam representative to the UNEP South China Sea Project. "There are many, many problems, but these are the biggest."

    "There are large populations heavily dependent, directly and indirectly, on fishing, in one of the world's most biodiverse marine areas," said Keith Symington, a marine specialist with the World Wide Fund for Nature. "Boats have to go further and fish longer to catch the same amount of fish, and they are catching smaller fish." 

   The UN has highlighted the damage done to coral reefs, seagrass, mangroves and wetlands that are crucial for biodiversity and fish breeding. Vietnam's Halong Bay, a World Heritage-listed site dotted with islands, is a case in point, said Michael Hayes, an expert on tourism in protected marine areas.

   "There are 138 coral species in Halong Bay, but most of the reefs are being destroyed by heavy sedimentation," he said.

Erosion from deforestation along the Red River is pouring silt into the bay, where shrimp farms and land reclamation have destroyed mangroves and heavy shipping, coal mining and tourism are polluting the waters.

   Vietnam, aiming to protect its coastal areas, plans to send fewer and larger fishing boats deeper into the South China Sea, said Nguyen Chu Hoi, director of the Vietnam Institute of Fisheries Economics and Planning. The government plans to declare 15 marine protected areas this year, he added. 

   The ships may be heading into troubled waters, and not just during the annual typhoon season that is set to worsen with climate change. Fishing has already led to clashes on the high seas, with Chinese vessels and the Indonesian coastguard firing at Vietnamese ships. Managing the South China Sea is complicated by the fact that at its heart lie the Spratly islands, which are claimed in full or in part by Brunei, China, Malaysia, the Philippines, Taiwan and Vietnam.

   "The South China Sea is a highly contested area," said Robert Jara of the Philippines' environment and natural resources department. "One of the basic approaches now is putting aside the claims while we address the environment and the resource degradation of the South China Sea. If you address the claims before addressing the environment, at the end of the day everybody loses out."   ( 

Opinion
MASS TOURISM SWAMPS ASIA’S ONCE UNIQUE, REMOTE PLACES
The following is a shortened version of an article by Denis D. Gray, Bangkok Chief of the Associated Press Bureau, who has lived  in Asia for more than 30 years [AP: 24.3.2008]

On a chilly pre-dawn in this wondrous and once-secluded place, scruffy European backpackers and well-heeled American tourists have staked out their firing positions. A fusillade of flashing, jostling cameras and video-cams is triggered the moment Buddhist monks pad barefoot out of their monasteries in a serene, timeless ritual. A forward surge breaks into the line of golden-yellow robes, and nearly tramples kneeling Lao women offering food to the monks.

   Later that day, a prince of the former royal capital struggling to preserve his town's cultural legacy, protests: "For many tourists, coming to Luang Prabang is like going on safari, but our monks are not monkeys or buffaloes."
   Nestled deep in a Mekong River valley, cut off from most of the world by the Vietnam War, Luang Prabang was very different when I first saw it in 1974. Fraying at the edges, yes, but still a magic fusion of traditional Lao dwellings, French colonial architecture and more than 30 graceful monasteries, some dating back to the 14th century. It wasn't a museum, but a cohesive, authentic, living community.

   Fast forward to 2008: Many of the old families have departed, selling or leasing their homes to rich outsiders who have turned them into a guesthouses, Internet cafes and pizza parlors. There are fewer monks because the newcomers no longer support the monasteries. And the influx of tourists skyrockets, the fragile town of 25,000 now taking in some 300,000 of them a year.
"For many tourists, coming to Luang Prabang is like going on safari, but 
our monks are not monkeys or buffaloes."

   Some time has passed since destinations on the major crossroads of Asia - Hong Kong, Singapore, Bangkok and others - first took on this influx - even, ironically, as they bulldozed and skyscrapered over the very character, atmosphere and history which drew the visitors by the jumbo flight. Now, it's the turn of places once isolated by conflicts, hostile regimes and ‘off-road’ geography to which only the more intrepid travellers had earlier ventured. 

   "Siem Reap may be one of the few spots that still clings to the remnants of the old Cambodia, before the war, before the slaughter," I wrote in my diary in 1980, returning to this northwestern Cambodia town just months after the fall of the murderous Khmer Rouge. On a recent visit to Siem Reap, I encountered a frenzied, dust-blown work site. Multi-story hotels with plate glass windows were springing up on the banks of the lazy Siem Reap River, into which raw sewage oozed from legions of guesthouses. The market had more bars per block than Las Vegas. The spiritually traumatized at luxury retreats could now book one-on-one healing sessions with ‘life coaches’ flown in from United States, and ‘Angkorean’ stomach wraps of lotus leaf and warm rice. Would-be warriors, down with temple fatigue, were throwing hand grenades and firing assault rifles for US$30 a burst at the Army Shooting Range. The Phokeethra Royal Angkor Golf and Spa Resort, which boasts an 11th century bridge between the 9th and 10th holes, had brought "the gentlemen's game to the Eighth Wonder of the World."

   The 3.7-mile road from Siem Reap to that wonder, once a tranquil alley lined with towering trees, formed a troop of hotels and ugly, mall-like shopping centers - most of them in violation of zoning laws. On my last evening, I thought a Grand Prix was being run. Young travellers were gathering for sundowner parties while buses delivered Chinese tourists to the grand causeway of Angkor Wat, wreathed by rising exhaust fumes.

   In Asia, backpackers have served as the industry's reconnaissance teams, penetrating rural hinterlands to colonize idyllic spots and pave the way for upmarket travellers. The banana pancake circuit it's called, after one of their requisite staples. Take Pai, a village embedded in an expansive, mountain-encircled valley of northern Thailand. It used to be a great escape into an easygoing, exotic world, with tribal settlements scattered in the hills - until the global migratory tribe appeared in droves, dragging its own culture along. 

   Bamboo and thatch tourist huts hug the meandering Pai River as far as the eye can see, gobbling up rice paddies and clambering up hillsides on its left bank. On the right bank, high-priced resorts have begun to mushroom. The short downtown strip is jammed with Apple Pai and nine other Internet cafes, video and tattoo parlors, bars, yoga and cooking classes, countless trinket shops and an eatery featuring bagels and cream cheese.
"Sustainable, ethical, eco-tourism." Tourist officials in Laos and elsewhere in Asia chant these fashionable mantras. But their operational plans push for "more, more, more."

   Luang Prabang has done well in not tearing down its past. UNESCO has kept a close watch after declaring it a World Heritage site in 1995. The agency described the urban jewel as "the best preserved city of Southeast Asia." Still, former UNESCO expert and resident, Francis Engelmann, says: "We have saved Luang Prabang's buildings, but we have lost its soul."

   The traditional community is dissolving in tourism's wake, with those taking over the old residences interested in profits rather than supporting the monasteries, which exist largely on the offerings of the faithful. One monastery, Engelmann says, has already closed down and abbots of others complain that tourists enter uninvited into their quarters to snap photos "right in their noses" while they study or meditate. The senior clergy report drugs, sex and minor crimes, once virtually unknown, among young novices as imported enticements and titillations swirl around their temple gates.

   "Sustainable, ethical, eco-tourism." Tourist officials in Laos and elsewhere in Asia chant these fashionable mantras. But their operational plans push for "more, more, more." Nothing plunges the region's governments and marketers into a deeper funk than a drop in arrivals because of a tsunami or outbreak of bird flu.

   In Luang Prabang, by official count, more than 160 guesthouses and hotels are already in business, with the Chinese and Koreans planning some really big ones for the wholesale trade. Along the long block of Sisavangvong Road, at the old town's core, every building caters to the sightseers in one fashion or another. What a pleasure to finally discover one that doesn't, even if it's one housing the Luang Prabang Provincial Federation of Trade Unions.   (
CAMBODIA

LUXURY GOLF COURSE FOR FORMER KHMER ROUGE STRONGHOLD

[AFP: 26.3.08] — CAMBODIA’S Prime Minister Hun Sen recently said he wanted a luxury golf course to be built in the former Khmer Rouge stronghold of Pailin, adding that even ex-rebels liked to hit the greens.

   "Now if Pailin had a golf course, it would be a good thing," the premier said, speaking at a road construction project in the remote town near the Thai border that was one of the last refuges of the communist guerrillas. The area is already home to a number of casinos, and has become increasingly open to tourism since the Khmer Rouge surrendered in 1996.

   In Pailin "the sound of monks chanting has replaced the sound of gunfire," Hun Sen said, adding that Pailin governor Ee Chhean, a former rebel fighter, was no stranger to the greens.

   Cambodia doubled its number of luxury golf courses last year to four and hopes to have eight by 2010 in a bid to lure more high-end tourism from the fast-growing sport in Asia. 

'HAPPY PIZZA' FACES CHOP IN DRUG CRACKDOWN   

[Deutsche Presse-Agentur (DPA): 9.4.08] - CHANGING times and politics in South-East Asia may finally spell extinction for one of the most famous (or infamous) fusion cuisines enjoyed by backpackers, Cambodia's ‘happy pizza’. Legendary amongst travellers for more than a decade, this ‘hippy's little helper’ version of pizza is simply the traditional Italian favourite with a Cambodian twist - the rich tomato base comes heavily laced with marijuana. 

   Although officially illegal for several years, locals have traditionally used marijuana in soups or medicinally. Pioneering travellers crossing the Lao-Cambodian border previously even reported a small garden of the stuff being lovingly tended by customs officials. Then foreign inspiration transformed the drug into arguably the world's most talked-about pizza topping.  Dozens of happy pizza parlours sprang up around the country as backpack tourism boomed. 

   But now the Cambodian government's current battle against drugs has given ‘pizza wars’ a whole new meaning. Marijuana has been claimed as Cambodia's first "total victory" in eliminating a drug from both domestic and export markets by Interior Ministry anti-drug chief, Police General Lou Ramin. 

   "Marijuana is no longer a problem in Cambodia," he declared. "We are strengthening our monitoring throughout the country and its borders." Massive plantations, which once required helicopter airlifts to clear them have been wiped out, he said, leaving the government free to concentrate on the increasingly prevalent evils of heroin, cocaine and synthetic drugs such as methamphetamines. 

   The government's anti-grass putsch began in 1999, when seven elderly women who had previously openly sold marijuana at traditional medicine stalls in one of the capital's largest markets were arrested in a police raid and 38 kilos of the weed were confiscated. Back then, a compressed brick of marijuana sold for around US$2, and a packet of 25 ready-rolled cigarettes was just a dollar, according to experts, but inflation and repeated crackdowns quickly pushed the price up to a dollar per cigarette. 

   Somehow, however, the iconic happy pizza survived, until now. The spiked pizza's status as a backpacker's rite of passage has earned it mentions even on reputable travel websites such as Lonely Planet. YouTube features videos of it being made, eaten, sold - and its extremely potent side effects.    (
LAOS

CHINA EMERGING AS A DOMINANT FORCE

[AFP: 29.3.08; Associated Press (AP): 6.4.08] - BOOMING China is fast emerging as the biggest economic patron of Laos, as well as of Burma and Cambodia, and it is also a formidable force in Thailand and Vietnam. Beijing has pulled its smaller Southeast Asian neighbours firmly into its orbit with aid, investment, trade and tourism.

    Chinese road crews are helping build transnational highways that are transforming the region of more than 266 million people under a Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) scheme promoted by the Asian Development Bank (see p. 1-2). Chinese tourism is booming and traders are fanning out across the region. Cheap produce and consumer goods from China are now being sold even in the remotest Mekong jungle backwaters.

   "A lot of Chinese businesses have sprung up," said Martin Stuart-Fox of Australia's University of Queensland. "Land has been confiscated from traditional users, which has caused popular discontent. A weak government in Vientiane has allowed provincial officials, and the local military, to collaborate with the Chinese," he added.

   In the Lao capital, Chinese workers are constructing the main stadium for the 2009 South East Asian Games. Beijing has also built a national cultural centre, and a Chinese shopping mall has popped up.

In the outskirts of Vientiane, a Lao-Chinese joint venture is planning to develop the That Luang township and industrial park in an ecologically important area. "This is being called the 'Chinese city'," said Stuart-Fox. According to an artist's impression in state-run media, this new city will have a Manhattan-like skyline. It is speculated that 50,000 Chinese families will live here. "It is widely thought that much of it will be occupied by wealthy Chinese business people intent on extending their exploitation of the country's natural resources over the whole of Laos," said Stuart-Fox.

   According to Deputy Prime Minister Somsavat Lengsavad, a Chinese company last year was granted a renewable, 50-year lease to build the new city on 4,000 acres of "rice fields”. According to official media, the deal was signed last year with the Suzhou Industrial Park Overseas Investment Co., with no known prior notice to the public.

   Many Vientiane residents are angry about selling out to the Chinese. "Lao journalists would like to write about it but they cannot. There is no protest except in coffee shops — in our 'coffee parliaments’," said one local observer, a former Communist Party member.   (
PLACING BETS ON LUANG NAMTHA

A casino and special trade zone established along the Chinese-Lao border are only a few of the amazing developments that have been taking place in the region. The following is edited from an article by Erika Fry [Bangkok Post: 13.4.08].

In Laos' Luang Namtha province, just before Route 3 - the highway linking Thailand and China runs into Yunnan -, a new city is taking form. It is a strange break from the otherwise lush and forested hills of Luang Namtha - all cleared land and concrete: a squat, sprawling plaza of Chinese restaurants, mobile shops and clothing stalls and the turreted, yellow brick building that rises up, from dirt, behind it. This is Boten Golden City.

   There is a slum, some bulldozers, and a lot of razed land. The plaza is a strip of garage-like spaces about every third one, open for business but empty. A few people smoke around noodle shops and a monkey, kept in a cage outside one of the stalls, squawks and throws orange rinds. 

   The large building, despite its architectural embellishments, is neither gold nor particularly glamorous. It's a 271-room hotel that rates three-stars. Its lobby is floored with faux marble and furnished with faux wood. People mill around a display case of cigarettes while making their way towards the back of the hotel, where two men with wands and a metal detector stand between them and this gilded city's true attraction, the casino. 

   Boten Golden City's casino is actually a bunch of them; a group of nine or so gaming operators that rent rooms in the back of the Royal Jinlun Hotel. The Royal Jinlun is the biggest building for miles and the seeming anchor of this half-finished city. In 2002, the area located just two kilometres south of the Chinese-Lao border, was declared a special economic zone. 

   Meanwhile, the old Boten (the ‘non-golden’ village) and its inhabitants, was relocated some 20 kilometres down the road. It was a move made simple by government decree after a 30-year deal was struck with Chinese investors to develop the land. 

   Casinos built along borders of gambling-banning lands are not new or unusual in Southeast Asia, and like Poipet in Cambodia, or Burma's Golden Palaces, Boten Golden City was built with neighbours and not locals in mind. Gambling is illegal in China; and for the Lao, in Laos too.   (    

THAILAND

ANDAMAN SEA PROPOSED FOR WORLD HERITAGE INSCRIPTION

[Bangkok Post: 2.3.08; 19.4.08] - THE Moken, Moklen, and Urak Lawoi (Moken Pulao), known as ‘sea gypsies’, have responsibly managed the in-shore and coastal resources of Thailand's Andaman Sea for centuries. These good management practices are a combination of their semi-nomadic lifestyle and their indigenous knowledge about the surrounding environment.
     Recently, the Thai government announced a plan for the nomination of the Andaman Sea as a World Heritage site. Eighteen tentative areas along the 900-km coastline covering 29 districts and 492 villages in six southern provinces - namely Ranong, Phang-nga, Phuket, Krabi, Trang, and Satun - have been proposed to be included in the programme designed to protect the natural beauty and biodiversity of the Andaman. According to Thai marine researchers, they are of superlative importance representing diverse, unique marine species of universal value perfectly fit for UNESCO’s selection criteria to become a World Heritage site. 

   However, Derek Elias, the Asia-Pacific Coordinator for Education for Sustainable Development at UNESCO, warned Andaman’s sea peoples must not be exploited for tourism purposes: “To impose a single development model of consumerism with the promotion of uncontrolled tourism will only serve to hasten the erosion of their distinctive lives. Neither should they be treated as a tourist attraction for visitors to come and observe”. 

WILDLIFE SANCTUARY TOUR UPSETS ENVIRONMENTALISTS 

[Bangkok Post: 3.3.08] – THE lush forest complex of western Thailand has come under threat again by a group of adventurous off-roaders who planned to raft along the Mae Klong river that runs through the heart of the forest. The group, led by the owner of an off-road magazine, claimed that their 10-day expedition was for conservation and research purposes, but environmentalists and forestry officials were unconvinced by the claim. 

   The rafting trip was planned to start from Tak's Umphang district and finish at Srinakarind dam in Kanchanaburi's Sangkhla Buri district beginning of March. It was to pass through three wildlife sanctuaries - Umphang as well as western and eastern Thungyai wildlife sanctuaries -, all of which are off-limits to tourism activities according to the law. 

   Rataya Chanthien, the chairman of the Sueb Nakhasathien Foundation, said the area is the country's largest home for wild animals and should be protected from any harmful activities. ''It is unreasonable to let any private groups enter and do activities in the protected forests on their own,'' she said. ''Wildlife surveys and research should be done by state authorities and academics, or at least the group should be accompanied by these experts.'' 

   However, the National Parks, Wildlife and Plant Conservation Department gave permission for the group to enter and do activities in the forest complex, saying that the expedition would be beneficial for wildlife research and preservation. 

   The trip's organizer claimed the mission was to promote public awareness of wildlife and forest conservation. ''We will hand over pictures and video footage of rare wildlife and scenery to the department and sponsors to distribute to the public,'' said the manager of the trip. 

   He also claimed the controversial journey was sponsored by reliable state and private agencies including the Tourism Authority of Thailand and the Siam Cement Group. ''Our group is trying to help state agencies save the forest,'' he said. 

   After the plan for the trip was leaked to the media, the group said they would suspend the expedition. But a forestry official at the Thungyai Naresuan wildlife sanctuary doubted if the trip was actually cancelled. He said: ''The problem is that these people got permission from the department, so I have no authority to ban them,'' adding that the group had a ''hidden agenda'' to explore and open new tourist routes. He also said this group had already organized a tour in the sanctuary three years ago without permission from authorities.   ( 

TOURIST CASINO PLAN UNDER FIRE

[Bangkok Post: 6.3.08; 8.3.03] - PRIME Minister Samak Sundaravej recently revived the idea of opening legal casinos in five major tourist attractions of Pattaya, Phuket, Khon Kaen, Chiang Mai and Hat Yai. The plan to legalize casinos has come up time and again during past governments. Every time, it became a controversy generating lots of debate before quietly receding to the back burner. Former premier Thaksin Shinawatra also floated the same idea of establishing an entertainment complex complete with a casino in Chonburi five years ago. The idea was heavily criticized and finally shelved. 

   Veera Somkhwamkid of the People's Networks Corruption opposed the proposal, saying only government representatives and their cronies are poised to reap benefits from casino operations. From what has come out so far, there does not seem to be any positive advantage for the general public from legalized casinos. 

   While the government argues that casinos will help boost tourism and the country can make quick and easy money from rich tourists and high rollers, research has shown that casinos actually attract lower-income groups, and the biggest chunk of their profit comes from mass-market, low-stake gambling and slot machines. 

   Veera also said that some politicians had shares in several casinos in the neighbouring countries while others frequently went to gamble there. The move thus can be a conflict of interest for those who had stakes in the business. 

    On the question whether casinos will be good for Thai tourism, a Bangkok Post editorial said : 

   “…the word "tourism" is a misnomer because fortune-hunting gamblers are not really tourists. Unlike some other countries, we do not have to rely on predatory breeds of niche visitor to top up national revenue and boost foreign currency reserves. We already have an abundance of traditional and natural tourist attractions for our guests…. Licensing gambling would bring terrible problems in its wake. We already have enough vices and addictions to worry about. What we would eventually have to contend with would be more crime syndicates, rampant corruption, loan sharking, extortion, human trafficking, drugs and major social and family problems. …Organized crime and Mafia elements might support such operations. As responsible Thais, we should not”.   ( 

VIETNAM

LIBERALIZATION DRIVES FOREIGN TOURISM INVESTMENTS 

[Vietnam News Agency 19.4.08; VietnamNetBridge: 23.4.08] - DEMAND for new properties, Government incentives and natural advantages are driving foreign investment in Vietnam’s tourism industry.

   "The Government encourages all sources, especially foreign capital, to develop tourism so it can become a key industry," Phan Huu Thang, head of the Ministry of Planning and Investment’s Foreign Investment Agency recently told participants at a two-day conference and exhibition on property opportunities in tourism in Ho Chi Minh City. "The State applies incentives on land, taxation, and credit for investors in areas that include protection and restoration of tourism resources and environment, tourism human resources, and construction of tourism infrastructure, among others," he said.

   Thang also praised FDI companies, including five-star hotels in Hanoi and HCM City, the Victoria hotels in Sapa, Hoi An and Can Tho, and the Furama resort in Danang, for their significant contributions to the tourism industry. "The Government will do its best to support investment in the tourism sector, and we will strongly commit to advance the legal environment to draw more investment resources," he said.

Foreign investments in hotels, resorts and leisure projects presently represent around 10 per cent of the country’s total foreign investment capital of US$104 billion. Thang said a strong increase had been seen in the tourism sector during the first quarter of this year. 

   Foreign capital is flowing into the tourism real estate market of Vietnam, but international experts have warned Vietnam has not yet done enough to remove barriers for foreign investors. Marc Townsend, managing director of the US real estate consultancy firm CB Richard Ellis, said Vietnam’s land prices had become too high and needed to be lowered. He warned that investors might look elsewhere because of the high prices and the lengthy procedures for gaining land-use rights and land clearance.   
   At a recent forum on opportunities for investment in tourism real estate held by Phu Quoc Land company, many investors also expressed worries that poor infrastructure and complicated administrative formalities will obstruct the development of the tourism real estate market.   (   
SWISS FIRM PLANS MAMMOTH RESORT ON PHU QUOC 

[VietnamNetBridge: 18.4.08; 22.4.08] - THE Swiss Trustee Suisse Group's Pearl of Asia Development Corp. recently announced that it would spend more than US$9billion to build the Pearl of Asia mega-resort on the southern island of Phu Quoc off Kien Giang Province. If realized, it will be the biggest ever project of its type in Vietnam. The corporation has already obtained approval in principle from Kien Giang Province as well as the Office of the Prime Minister.

   The Pearl of ASIA complex, covering 3,200 hectares, will be located on a pristine beach on the north-western tip of Phu Quoc. The corporation said that in the first phase, 275 hectares will be developed as a highest-quality holiday and entertainment area to provide premium services to tourists. It will include first-class hotels, luxury villas, sport facilities, a casino area, a modern marine section for sports and mega yachts, a hall suitable for concerts, operas, ballets, musical and film awards, and others.  

   "The complex will form a comprehensive, integrated and self-contained development," according to the company’s press release. "The Pearl of Asia will provide ultra-high net worth individuals, celebrities, and key decision makers an entirely new way of combining pleasure and business activities" 

   Trustee Suisse also claimed the project “will set new standards for ecological responsibility."

   Phu Quoc, nearly an hour's flying time from HCM City, has a coastline of some 150 kilometers. It also takes about an hour to fly from the island to some neighboring countries such as Thailand and Singapore. The Vietnamese government plans to develop Phu Quoc into a world class tourist destination  and to attract two to three million visitors annually by 2020. The government has also agreed in principle to the development of casinos on the island.   (
PHU QUOC OFFICIALS OPPOSE FOREST LEASE PLAN FOR TOURISM
[Thanh Nien News: 22.4.08] - OFFICIALS of Phu Quoc Island are protesting the Kien Giang Province administration’s plan to use over 8,700 hectares of the island’s forests for ‘ecotourism’ projects. About 70 per cent of the 567 square kilometer island is covered by rain forests that are criss-crossed by rivers and streams. 

   The plan, which envisages allocating roughly a quarter forest areas of Phu Quoc Island to property developers by 2010 to invest in tourism activities under lease contracts, was recently delivered to Phu Quoc District authorities and met strong opposition. Under the plan, investors will be allowed to use 5 per cent of the leased forest area to build tourism facilities while the remaining territories are only permitted to serve as landscapes.

   More than 100 businesses have thus far registered to develop the designated areas according to the plan.

Pham Phu Hai, former vice chief of Phu Quoc District’s Communist Party Unit said he could not understand why Kien Giang provincial administration had not previously announced such a big project to Phu Quoc authorities before cooperating with investors. Hai said the forest area reserved for construction of tourism facilities would face high risks of fire, deforestation, and pollution.

    Head of the district’s Inspection Division, Pham Thi Kim Dung, said apportioning Phu Quoc’s forests for tourism development would go against the central government’s scheme until 2010 to develop the island. According to the decision issued in 2004, the government required an increase in planted forest areas from some 4,300 hectares to between 6,500 hectares and 7,000 hectares by 2010 – to achieve a total of 38,000-39,000 hectares of forests on the island.

   “While the forest areas have yet to increase, more than 400 hectares would be earmarked for tourism constructions,” Dung said. “It’s a violation of the government’s mandate.”

   Other officials suggested the provincial People’s Committee should suspend the project altogether.   (
VIETNAM’S POOR NOT PREPARED FOR CLIMATE CHANGE IMPACTS

The following is a shortened version of a story by James Fahn and Jeff Hodson [World Politics Review: 22.4.08]
It's not hard to imagine the Mekong Delta under water. Much of the region lies barely three feet above sea level. According to some projections, nearly half of the delta's farmland could be destroyed from rising sea levels due to global warming.
   Yet most locals here know nothing of what's coming. While many of the planet's well-off calculate their ‘food miles’ and ‘carbon footprints’, many of the world's poor have never heard of climate change or global warming. Even though many can sense that their climate is changing, they are largely ignorant about why it's happening or what it means in the long run. And local media in developing countries generally does a woeful job of explaining climate change matters to their audience.
   The irony of this ‘communication deficit’ is that poor communities around the world are likely to be first and hardest hit by a warming world.  A World Bank study projects that Vietnam, with more than 1,800 miles of coastline, will be one of the five most affected countries in the world. Under the most extreme scenarios, it warns that the entire southern tip of Vietnam could be inundated.
   Higher sea levels are likely to lead to more damaging storm surges, while saltwater intrusion could affect fresh water supplies and soil quality. In addition, rising temperatures could reduce crop yields, lead to more disease, and create more flooding and drought. The loss of beaches will translate to loss of millions in tourism dollars for many countries. Yet local officials are skeptical and complacent.
   Global sea levels have increased more than one inch since 1991, according to the UN's Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. Levels could continue to rise by more than 18 inches by the end of the century, although projections vary wildly, with some scientists saying a rise of several feet cannot be ruled out.
   Duong Trun Quoc, a lawmaker and historian, told a recent forum in Hanoi that he has tried to find out just how bad the problem is. "When I ask questions in the National Assembly, no one answers me," said Quoc. "I feel so sad. None of them knows anything."
   Vulnerable communities like those in the Mekong Delta need to become much more aware of the potential impacts of climate change if they're to have any chance of adapting to them.   (
