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THE REGION

INTERNATIONAL FORUM PUSHES REGIONAL TOURISM TO NEW HEIGHT 

[Voice of Vietnam: 9.1.09; Vietnam News Agency: 10.1.09; Australia TO: 12.1.09] – DESPITE the global financial meltdown, Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) tourism ministers have pledged to promote the subregional tourism industry in a sustainable manner with a high sense of social responsibility. A joint declaration on GMS cooperation in tourism and its orientations for future development was approved by the ministers at their second meeting on 9 January within the framework of the ASEAN Tourism Forum (ATF2009) being held in Hanoi. Some 2,000 Vietnamese and international guests attended the ATF2009. 

   The GMS tourism ministers acknowledged the Mekong Tourism Coordination Office’s (MTCO) efforts in promoting tourism marketing and implementation of the Tourism Strategy in the subregion and highlighted the financial and technical support provided by the French Government and the Asia Development Bank (ADB) in this connection. They also praised Thailand’s initiative to promote a Mekong Tourism Year 2009-2010.

   The six GMS countries, including Burma, Cambodia, China, Laos, Thailand and Vietnam, agreed to build on their improved infrastructure and interlinks and to expand partnerships. The GMS is expected to attract 53 million international tourists with longer stays and higher expenditure by 2015.  

   In order to drive new business to the six GMS countries, a new consumer website has been launched – www.exploremekong.org. Mason France, newly-appointed executive director of MTCO, said the focus of fresh marketing efforts would be to attract higher-spending tourists to the region, and to encourage visitors to travel beyond the hot spots of Angkor Wat, Luang Prabang and the Vietnamese cities of Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City.
   “We want to get the Mekong brand onto the world stage,” said France.” We want to get visitors travelling more into the rural areas – by rail, river or water buffalo if necessary – where they will be boosting ‘pro-poor’, ‘community-based’ tourism projects.”   (
ASIAN TOURISM FACING A PERFECT STORM

[Reuters: 21.1.09; Travel Trade Gazette-Asia: 23.-29.1.09] - ACROSS Asia, hotels, airlines and tourism operators are bracing for a tough year as the financial crisis keeps long-haul visitors at home, and regional travellers tighten purse-strings with shorter, budget trips.

   Asia's blend of diverse cultures, geography, bargains and exoticism, with attractions ranging from snowy Himalayan kingdoms to neon-lit capitals, crumbling Khmer ruins and fine beaches, have made it one of the world's fastest growing tourism regions in recent years.

   But since the downturn intensified last year, travel markets spanning Hong Kong, Thailand and India have suffered sharp contractions, at times worsened by political turmoil, with many projecting negative growth in 2009. 
   Singapore's tourist arrivals fell 2 per cent last year with more gloom expected, while Thailand and Malaysia both expect 9 per cent drops in visitors this year.

   The United Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) has described the Asia-Pacific region's performance in 2008 as having "deteriorated most rapidly," compared with the Americas, the Middle East, Europe and Africa, with tourism demand expected to be impacted further in the short to medium term.

   The International Air Transport Association (IATA) has warned global airlines face their worst business crisis in 50 years with carriers facing possible collapse, revenues tumbling and hundreds of thousands of jobs at risk. IATA'S director-general said in December some 300,000-400,000 jobs were at risk among some 32 million or so people now employed around the world in air transport, travel and tourism sectors. 

   Despite the extremely fragile situation, the Pacific Asia Travel Association (PATA) expects Asia, which lured around 280 million international arrivals in 2008, to bounce back and enjoy 4-5 per cent average growth over the next three years.

   However, hotel occupancy rates in the Asia Pacific region fell to 66.7 per cent last November, versus 76.4 per cent for the same period a year before, according to STR Global.
   Deals flood the market to stimulate travel are perking up clients’ interest, but are not translating into substantial bookings, according to buyers interviewed at the recent ASEAN Tourism Forum.

   The issue remains one of confidence, not of pricing, as clients spend less money because of sustained fears of recession and more bad news on the financial front. As a result, there is a sustained slowdown in travel.
   The UNWTO expects the decline in trip duration and spending to be "more pronounced" than the fall in arrivals. James Standen, an American tourist in Hong Kong is an example of this. He said the tanking US economy had not put them off their 10-day trip to Asia, but they delayed coming till after the New Year to save on airfares. "The economy hasn't really bitten us ... but it cost about half as much by coming later."

   Political instability and shifting government policies have also exacerbated the strain on the tourism sector in countries such as Sri Lanka, India, Thailand and Macau.

   The week-long siege of Bangkok's airports tarnished Thailand's reputation as a tourist haven, and caused around a million foreign visitors to cancel or go elsewhere. Thailand's Central Bank recently forecast tourist arrivals could fall 9 per cent this year to 12.8 million, the worst year since 2005 after the tsunami disaster (see also Opinion: Regional Fallout…).

   In India, 179 people, including scores of tourists, were killed in November's Mumbai attacks, when gunmen targeted luxury hotels and other popular tourist spots in India's financial capital. The gloom has since spread to places such as Goa, one of the country's top tourist draws where visitor arrivals fell 25 per cent during the peak season, according to officials.

   In the gambling mecca of Macau, whose remarkable casino boom has helped triple its annual arrivals over six years to just over 30 million last year, sudden visa curbs on Chinese visitors by Beijing's leaders last year have dampened growth.   (
Opinion


REGIONAL FALLOUT FROM THAI TURMOIL

The following is edited from a longer commentary by Bertil Lintner, a Swedish journalist based in Thailand and the author of several works on Asia [YaleGlobal: Jan. 2009]

2009 could be a watershed in modern Thai history. The relative peace, stability and prosperity that it’s enjoyed for decades are in jeopardy. And that does not augur well for Southeast Asia as a whole.
   By all accounts, the year-long political turmoil in Thailand, which saw daily anti-government demonstrations and led to the occupation of Bangkok’s two airports, was pure local politics. The signs of sharp political division in the country, shown in television images of demonstrators, some in red shirts and others in yellow, nevertheless sent ripples throughout the region, the effect of which is slowly becoming apparent. In today’s interconnected world, all politics is global and even more so in a country that, in fact, is ethnically quite diverse and situated in the heart of Southeast Asia.
   As a major transit point for visitors to the region, especially Cambodia, Thailand in turmoil has had the most direct fallout on that neighbour. In December, Cambodia’s Minister for Tourism Thong Khon expressed concern that his country might lose more than US$100 million in tourism-related revenue if the political situation in Bangkok did not improve in the next three months. In Burma, tourism arrivals have dropped by 80 per cent. Vietnam, too, is experiencing a major tourism slump, unlikely to meet its target of attracting 5 million international visitors this year.
   The regional fallout of the crisis in Thailand is not confined to tourism. Following the dissolution by the courts of the former ruling People’s Power Party and the forced resignation of Prime Minister Somchai Wongsawat, the opposition, led by the Democrats, formed a new coalition headed by Abhisit Vejjajiva. Somchai is the brother-in-law of Thaksin Shinawatra, a former prime minister ousted in a September 2006 military coup. Thaksin, one of the richest men in Thailand, introduced “tycoon politics” and vast sums of money to build his powerbase — and he was eventually sentenced in absentia to two years imprisonment for irregularities during his time in power, 2001 to 2006. But despite his ouster and sentencing — and the fact that he lives in exile in Hong Kong and Dubai — he remains a potent force in Thai politics through proxies back home.
   It’s an open question how long Abhisit’s government will last. The new prime minister may be one of Thailand’s brightest and best educated politicians, but his coalition is fragile. The price he and the Democrats had to pay for being able to put together a government was to include some dubious characters previously allied with his political foe, Thaksin, under pressure to return by Thaksin’s followers, or “the Red Shirts”, so called for their dress when they take to the streets. Opposed to them are “the Yellow Shirts” — the colour of King Bhumibol Adulyadej — or the People’s Alliance for Democracy, or PAD. This motley gathering of people from the extreme right to the far left occupied the airports last November. Their lowest common denominator is opposition to Thaksin, and they’ve vowed not to accept anyone close to him as the country’s leader.
   The nation remains deeply polarized with no solution in sight. The question is whether Thailand can afford a political crisis of this magnitude at a time when the country is beginning to feel the effects of the global economic meltdown. Exports are down for the first time in years and unemployment rises. The occupation of the airports only exacerbated the uncertainty. It scared away tourists and raised serious concerns about safety at Thailand’s the new mega airport, Suvarnabhumi, which opened in September 2006 with the aim of becoming the aviation hub for Southeast Asia. Several international airlines are likely to shift regional operations away to rival airports considered safer, like Singapore’s Changi or Kuala Lumpur International.
   Thus, Abhisit must maneuver carefully and has made it his priority to heal the nation and reconcile opposing forces. That may not be easy — but the confrontation in Thailand is not, as the western media portrayed it, a struggle between “the old elite” and “poor farmers”, who benefited from Thaksin’s populist policies. There are rich and poor in both camps, and it’s often forgotten that Thaksin is a multibillionaire who primarily represents ethnic Chinese business interests. But he cleverly marketed his rural development policies, which won many votes in the north and the impoverished northeast, although he failed to win Bangkok and the south, traditional strongholds of the Democrats and their allies.
   If the turmoil continues — which seems likely — the country could become ungovernable. The relative peace, stability and prosperity that it’s enjoyed for decades are in jeopardy. And that does not augur well for Southeast Asia as a whole. (

CAMBODIA
UNITED NATIONS CRITICIZE FORCED EVICTIONS 

[Reuters: 30.1.09; Radio Free Asia: 3.2.09] - THE Cambodian government is forcing tens of thousands of poor people from their homes in a grave breach of human rights, a United Nations investigator recently said. Raquel Rolnik, UN special rapporteur on adequate housing, called for a halt to the evictions in the country. "The increase in forced evictions throughout Cambodia is very alarming," Rolnik said in a statement.
   On 24 January, Cambodian police fired teargas to move more than 130 families a Phnom Penh slum facing the Mekong River, without giving them prior notice, she said. It was the latest of a series of land disputes in the country where garment factories and tourist facilities are springing up fast. In 2008 alone, at least 27 forced evictions affecting more than 20,000 people were reported in the media and by local organizations. 

   Rolnik, a Brazilian architect and urban planner, said those evicted from the site that the Cambodian government had sold to a private company should be compensated for losing their homes. Witnesses said an elderly woman and a boy were hit by a bulldozer during the nighttime eviction, and other residents were injured by clubs and stones, some seriously.
   Police denied using excessive force against the group who had waged a 3-year battle against their eviction. "We did not use violence against them, but tear gas to disperse the people who resisted," Phnom Penh police chief G. Touch Naruth claimed.
   In her statement, Rolnik said Cambodia should stop the practice that results in increased homelessness and destitution. "Forced evictions constitute a grave breach of human rights. They can be carried out only in exceptional circumstances and with the full respect of international standards," she said.

   Meanwhile, the Cambodian Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights (UNHCHR) and Human Rights Watch in New York have also condemned the forced demolition, calling for the arrest of the men who used violence against residents and destroyed their homes.

   In a statement, the (UNHCHR) said the eviction “runs contrary to the government’s policy of good governance, rule of law, human development, and poverty reduction,” which it said development partners claim to support. “It is not too late for the municipality, the government and the company to demonstrate that the land law can be upheld and applied to protect the rights of all citizens, regardless of their wealth or social status,” the statement said.   

   Elaine Pearson, Asia office deputy director for Human Rights Watch in New York, said, “There should be a talk with the community to discuss a resolution first. Last week, in a talk with the authorities, residents said they would agree to demolish their houses and leave the area if they received appropriate compensation for their land. In the meantime, the government should provide the residents emergency aid. They have lost their housing, they lack food and water, and they seriously need long-term aid,” she said.   (
NAGA CORP EXPECTS UPSURGE IN GAMBLING TOURISM

[Asian Business Newswire: 5.2.09] – NAGA World Casino Resort in Cambodia sees its opportunity after the declining gaming revenue and diminishing gaming crowd in Macau, which is being hammered by a slower Chinese economy, the credit crunch and China's visa restriction. 

“Unlike Macau, which eyes the VIP market, Cambodia's casinos will likely tap the masses domestically and in mainland China,” said the CEO of NagaCorp, Tan Sri Dr. Chen Lip Keong (TSCLK). He added the company is well positioned with no major capital expenditure, low investments costs on NagaWorld, which means competitive complementary hotel, food and beverage and entertainment facilities for players coming in from China and South East Asia.
   TSCLK also unveiled that NagaWorld is planning to increase its marketing pressure in Indochina and is in talks with operators and other casinos in the region for potential joint ventures.
  Established in 1995, Hong Kong-registered NagaCorp manages and operates the only licensed casino in Phnom Penh. It owns a casino license valid for 70 years from 1995 up to 2065, and exclusive gaming operational rights within a 200km radius of Phnom Penh (save Cambodia-Vietnam border area, Bokor, Kirirom Mountains and Sihanoukville) for a period of around 41 years between 1995 and 2035. Its flagship project, NagaWorld is an international hotel-casino complex, a first-of-its-kind in Phnom Penh, containing a 8-storey entertainment wing and a 14-storey hotel wing with a total built up area of approximately 110,768 sq.m.   (
ANGKOR REVENUE DOWN; CRITICS CITE CORRUPTION 

[Phnom Penh Post: 29.1.09; Asian Times-Online: 6.2.09] - ANGKOR Wat ticket sales dropped almost 10 per cent in 2008, said Bun Narith, deputy director of Apsara Authority, the government agency that handles revenue from the tourist attraction. While he gave a decrease of tourist numbers as a reason, there are suspicions that figures have been manipulated due to corruption.

   Revenue from ticket sales dropped to about US$30 million last year from roughly US$32 million in 2007, according to Bun Narith. However, uncertainty surrounds the data given that Apsara and tycoon Sok Kong's Sokimex, which owns Sokha Hotels - the organizations that receive revenue from Angkor Wat - have refused to release detailed, concrete figures, critics say.

   Bun Narith explained the situation as follows: "I have not received the exact figures from the Ministry of Economy and Finance and Sokimex," he said, refusing to provide details on their revenue-sharing agreement. Sok Kong was not available for clarification, his assistant Seng Chanthy said, adding that the person responsible for Angkor Wat ticketing was "on holiday".

     Khmer-language daily Koh Santepheap reported on January 13 that the first US$3 million in Angkor Wat revenue is split 50-50 between Sokimex and Apsara. Of additional revenue, 15 per cent goes to restoration and development at Angkor, 68 per cent to Apsara's operating costs and 17 per cent to Sokimex.

     Sam Rainsy Party lawmaker Yim Sovann raised doubts about the figures. "The drop is caused by corruption," he said. "There is no transparency. The number of tourists increased, but ticket revenue dropped," he added, arguing that most tourists to Cambodia visit Angkor Wat, and therefore increased numbers would surely lead to higher revenue at the temples.
   Independent tourism analyst Moeung Son also doubted the numbers: "Thong Khon, the minister of tourism, changed his mind ... about the revenue decline in 2008. He used to say that the number of tourists increased 5.48 per cent [in 2008] which is equal to 2.12 million tourists [in total], even though the actual figure did not match ministry expectations." 
   In April 1999, the government gave Sokimex a 10-year concession on revenue from Angkor Wat ticket sales as part of an agreement to cooperate with Apsara Authority. Critics say it is time the government ended the monopoly, with Yim Sovann suggesting that tourist figures pointed to total revenue closer to US$60 million per year.
   "If the government conducted a fair and public bidding process ... we would earn more revenue from this, but the government always solely approves Sokimex Company. That is corruption," he said. 
   The Sokimex Group is the Cambodia's largest business conglomerate with close ties to Hun Sen’s now dominant Cambodian People’s Party. With its money-spinning oil assets and top government contacts, Sokimex has reached into a wide range of businesses, including garments, hotels, property development and even an exclusive contract to supply the Cambodian military with clothing and fuel. Moreover, the company is among Cambodia's big five oil and gas distributors, alongside international oil giants Total, Shell, and Caltex. It also won government permission in 2006 to launch a domestic airline, Sarika Air. Industry analysts note that Sokimex has a proven knack for securing lucrative government contracts and the company’s lack of disclosure has been a cause of concern for years.   (
AN ENTRPRENEURAL INNOVATION THAT BENEFITS HOTELS AND LOCAL FARMERS

[Phnom Penh Post: 12.2.09] - SIM Rasy, founder of Siem Reap's "1st Modern Butcher Shop", is trying to break down a frustrating catch 22 that has kept the province's farmers on the brink of destitution despite a soaring demand for produce.
   "When I arrived in Siem Reap, most of the NGOs assisting rural workers said they didn't have a market for their farmers," he said. Despite living in near poverty, he explained, most farmers only grow for three months a year - enough to feed their families, but not enough to make any kind of meaningful profit by trade.
   "But the rich hotels import 10 tons of produce a day from Vietnam. So I knew for a fact that the market was there." The farmers have the time, land and ability to grow what the hotels have a pressing need to purchase - but the supposedly universal forces of supply and demand are not bridging the gap. In 2004, Rasy began a quest to find out why.
   Sim Rasy's investigation was hardly an academic one. "The Department of Agriculture rented me land to farm on because I knew I had to experience it for myself," he said. And the first lesson he learned was that there was no agricultural reason to limit production so severely. "I found that it is possible to grow for 365 days a year, not just three months."
   He then discovered that farmers are dependant on cash-in-hand transactions to survive, while hotels buy goods on credit. In the absence of a brokering body between the parties, hotels continue to import their produce and farmers simply grow for themselves. To solve the problem, Sim Rasy opened the 1st Modern Butcher Shop last year and now buys from 10 Siem Reap farmers, paying them with cash and selling the produce to Siem Reap hotels, restaurants and supermarkets.
   He hopes that this year he can expand the wholesale operation. But he needs to solve the cash flow problem. Sim Rasy needs to find a fund with less than 10 per cent interest per year, and this will allow him to buy from more farmers with cash and sell to more hotels for credit. Rasy projects that if the fund were secured, Siem Reap farmers could provide hotels with up to 30 per cent of their produce within two years. "We cannot supply 100 per cent of produce, but we can reduce the import rate," Rasy said.   (
LAOS

PARADISE CITY PROJECT CAUSES WORRIES AMONG RESIDENTS
As Savannakhet province gears up for rapid development, the locals around the new Paradise City project fear they will be locked out of the new prosperity and turned off their land, write Piyaporn Wongruang and 
Nareerat Wiriyapong. The following is a shortened version of their report [Bangkok Post: 4.1.09]

I

t's early morning but already 10-wheel trucks and tourist coaches are lining up at the new Friendship Bridge II which connects Mukdahan [in Thailand] with Savannakhet in Laos. The two-year-old bridge is a key component of the 1,400km regional East-West Economic Corridor which runs from Danang, Vietnam west to the Andaman coast town of Mawlamyine in Burma. Some sections are not yet up to standard but those connecting to relatively wealthy Thailand and to Danang, on the South China Sea, are already bringing increased investment to landlocked Laos.

   Next to the bridge over the Mekong River, a totally new city is being planned on the Lao side. If the plans are fully realized, the development will be a beacon of modernity in a country that has suffered severe economic constraints for over 30 years under its communist rulers. The new city will sit on more than 300 hectares of riverside land, with facilities including an entertainment complex, three-to five-star hotels, a sports complex, a duty free shop, a shopping complex, an exhibition centre, a golf course and residential areas.

   As Savan City (Paradise City) emerges, many people will lose their land and their livelihoods in exchange for an uncertain future.

   Savan City is the dream of former Thai Airports Ground Services (TAGS) CEO Anuphong Rojanakarin. A memorandum of understanding (MoU) was signed by the Lao government and TAGS in 2007, but work since has been delayed following a change of development partners. There were claims the project was a trade-off in exchange for TAGS’ role in upgrading the airport in Savannakhet, claims Mr Anuphong rejects. He says TAGS has withdrawn from the project as it feels it lacks the ability to see it through. He says the project is far more complicated than first imagined and needs "a lot more investment". Seventy per cent of TAGS shares are to be transferred to a new company, Savan City, in which Mr Anuphong holds the position of vice-chairman.

   Boukham Sisoulath, governor of Laos's Savan-Seno Special Economic Zone (SEZ) Authority, which oversees the proposed new city, says TAGS was introduced to the Lao government by brokers after the company expressed a strong interest in developing the project. 
   The declaration of the area as a SEZ effectively deprives those living in the area of their land. At least 80 families will be relocated to a new residential area being built by the people developing Savan City. The land is currently being cleared.

   Sone (real name withheld), is among those likely to be affected. His house is outside the zone but his farmland is in the designated area, so he is worried about losing his livelihood. Sone has no idea how many seasons more he will be able to harvest enough rice for his family. He said if he cannot farm he might try for a job at a nearby casino or perhaps the new Savan City.

   The farmer is understandably confused about the coming changes, which he feels are being imposed by foreigners who "don't work and live like us". The development of Savan City and the likely loss of homes and farmland reflect the sacrifice the Lao people are being told to make to fulfill an economic doctrine first developed in 1986, when Laos adopted the New Economic Mechanism, or Jintanakarn Mai. The doctrine calls for the liberalization of markets and trade to provide more favourable conditions for private investment. 

   The Jintanakarn Mai fever has swept across the country, embraced particularly by younger people. The government is focusing on the development of the industrial sector and foreign investment, and says it will enthusiastically engage in any new regional economic framework.

   Souphanh Keomixay, Savannakhet's vice-governor, says foreign investment is growing rapidly in the province. Investors first came in the early 1990s, mostly Thais investing in forestry. Since the bridge was opened and the road improved, investors from 17 countries have financed around 70 projects in Savannakhet.  
   Besides setting up new SEZs, including Savan City, the province has granted land concessions covering up to 74,000 hectares. This leaves only 300,000 hectares available for agricultural purposes, either for local farmers or industrial farming, despite the increasing need. The authorities are feeling the pressure and are trying to explain the situation to new investors in the hope they will be willing to accommodate local farmers. Mr Souphanh believes sharing benefits between investors and locals is a win-win situation. 

   Under contract farming, for example, the locals provide the investors with the land and the labour. Investors provide the technology, money and markets where the produce can be sold. The locals retain the actual ownership of the land, which the government feels is important. "The problem is investors still want to own the land," Mr Souphanh said. "But without land, people will become mere labourers, plunged into an endless cycle of debt and poverty. We have to explain the issue to the investors more clearly."

   Surachit Chandrasaka, president of Thailand’s Mukdahan Cultural Council, which closely watches cultural issues along the border, says the greatest fear is that without land the locals will migrate to Thailand en masse in search of jobs. "It's quite worrying for Laos since development has just starting to flood into the country," Mr Surachit said. "People are unlikely to be able to adjust fast enough to match the changes."   (
THAILAND

COASTAL LAND SWALLOWED BY ANGRY SEA

[Bangkok Post: 11.1.09; 19.1.09] - THROUGH a combination of natural and man-made causes, fishing communities and tourist beaches along the southern Gulf of Thailand are increasingly threatened. Smith Dharmasarojana, chief of the National Disaster Warning Committee, recently warned the government needs to pay more attention to the shrinking southern coastlines as they continue to be battered by unusually high and strong waves.

   Ms Sayant’s house in Ban Kohtang, a fishing village in tambon Tha Phaya of Nakhon Si Thammarat province, fell victim to coastal erosion and the encroaching sea beginning of this year. She left her house only one day after another family in the village evacuated inland to stay with relatives.

   For several years, villagers have watched erosion with beaches, seaside shrimp farms and coconut plantations being eaten away. The erosion around Ban Kohtang is caused by a combination of land use changes, degradation of the mangrove forest as a result of shrimp farm expansion and possibly also rising sea levels due to global warming.

   The northeastern monsoon, which varies in intensity from year to year, also normally exacerbates coastal erosion in southern Thailand during the months of December and January. Heavy rains hit parts of the southern Gulf in January. 

    Tha Phaya tambon (sub-district) encompasses about 1,500 households in 10 villages, with about 20 houses in five seaside villages classified by state officials as being at risk. "People are now living in fear that the sea will rise and swallow their homes," said Pratheep Namkhao, head of Moo 5 village in tambon Tha Phaya.

    It has been estimated by researchers at Thammasat University that the 1,660km coast of the Gulf of Thailand loses about five metres of shoreline each year. Hundreds of communities are awaiting help from the government, but the budget allocation for seashore protection is painfully inadequate. The Marine Department and the Highways Department work separately to construct seawalls and offshore-breakwaters, but the structures are mainly used to protect state infrastructure projects, and do little to help local residents.

   Dr Uruya Weesakul, the head of the Thammasat University’s research team said the cause of land loss in each location varies and each area requires a different solution. She added that there are both soft and hard solutions to the problem. The soft options include landfills, the relocation of buildings, the marking of boundaries between communities and beaches, the growing of seagrass and trees with deep roots on beaches, and the revitalisation of the mangrove forests. The hard option, for the hardest-hit areas, includes the construction of breakwaters and sea defences.

   But those who are affected by coastal erosion fear that time could be running out. Many more homes of fisher folks as well as beach resorts are likely to be swallowed by the increasingly angry sea.   ( 
GOVERNMENT ACTS AGAINST LAND GRABS IN PHANG NGA

[Bangkok Post: 9.1.09; 11.1.09] – IN January, the Department of Special Investigation (DSI) took up alleged encroachment in Khao Lam Pi National Park in Phang Nga's Thai Muang district as a special case. Pol Lt Col Prawut Wongsinin, DSI's chief of consumers and environmental protection office, said a preliminary investigation suggested that 12 to13 local politicians and state officials were involved in the land grabs.

   Investors and state officials used forged documents when asking the Administrative Court in 2000 to rule on the issuance of land documents for 500 rai (1 rai=1600sq.m) in the area. 

   Land brokers are said to have offered to sell the land at 21 million baht per rai to foreign investors, he said. DSI and Khao Lam Pi National Park officials would ask the Administrative Court to revive the case after re-examination of documents and witnesses, he added.

    The DSI’s initiative to investigate encroachment on mangrove forests, coastal areas and monastic land in Phuket and Phangnga provinces is good news. But a Bangkok Post editorial remained skeptical: “…if history is any indication, this is highly unlikely to be the end of encroachment in Phang Nga. Compared to neighbouring Phuket province, Phang Nga is still pristine, and a large portion is virgin forest that lies in protected reserves and national parks. On the mainland, besides Khao Lam Pi these include Ao Phangnga and Khao Lak-Lam Ru. All three are classified as marine parks, but both Khao Lam Pi and Kao Lak-Lam Ru also contain spectacularly-wooded mountains further inland, on the other side of Highway 4….

   “Today, the biggest danger to protected forests probably comes from people looking for their own piece of paradise to build resorts or private villas. The DSI deserves commendation for opening this case, especially given that it involves a large number of local political figures and state officials. Hopefully we can take the investigation as a sign that the new government is serious about the issue of forest encroachment.”   (
PAI PAYS A HIGH PRICE FOR THE TOURISM BOOM

The following article is edited from a longer feature story by Chewin Sattha and 

Naowarat Suksamran [Bangkok Post: 31.1.09]

N

ot long ago, Pai was a secluded town shrouded in the mist and tucked away behind the mountains with the Pai river flowing quietly through it. It was a gem of the northern province that very few tourists knew about. Visitors were mostly foreign backpackers who were enchanted by the charms of this little town.

    But soon word got around about magical Pai - the pristine natural surroundings, good nature of local people and cultural and ethnic diversity. 

   Pai is a district of seven tambons in Mae Hong Son. Before the boom of tourism, it had a population of about 20,000.

Before long, Pai shot to fame as one of the top tourist destinations pulling in both Thais and foreign tourists. Tourism investment poured in, and suddenly it transformed into a tourist boom town. Some land plots initially worth a little more than 10,000 baht per rai are now valued at up to three million baht per rai. Resorts sprouted up all over town, now boasting about 4,000 rooms. Books are written and messages posted on webboards about Pai. The town has been used as a filming location for movies, soaps and music videos.

   And the town now pays the price for its reputation. During the New Year, Pai hosted at least 30,000 tourists each day, well above its carrying capacity. A downtown walking street was crowded with shoppers - a reminder of the bustling and commercialised Khao San road in Bangkok or Night Bazaar in Chiang Mai. Visitors in their vehicles headed to the town via Chiang Mai with more than six kilometres of traffic tailbacks. Tourists were everywhere.

   Supparat Tirapat, a co-owner of Ban Pai Na resort, has seen the town change significantly over the last three years. A former social worker, she found Pai charming and decided to make it her home a decade ago. "People are seizing opportunities that come their way. They charge exorbitant prices for goods and services. Competition is intense. Accommodation is expensive," she said.
"We wake up in the morning to find traffic and garbage. At night, we are exposed to unruly patrons of bars."

   Another resort owner known as Jaeng said hotels and resorts were competing like never before, and there are now organized campaigns to promote sales. Ms Jaeng said an old traditional house of historic value on the banks of the Pai river will be demolished to make way for construction of a hotel there. "Town planning regulation is there, but it is not strictly enforced," she said.

   Aporn Saengchote, an ethnic Pai villager and owner of a small resort, admitted she was appalled by the pace of development. She said traditions and the old ways of life in Pai had had gradually disappeared when modernization set in. "We wake up in the morning to find traffic and garbage. At night, we are exposed to unruly patrons of bars," she added. 

   Little benefit from the development has trickled down to local people. Wealth is mostly in the hands of investors from outside the village, she said. Many locals sold their land and moved out of Pai. Some chose to work as waiters in pubs and restaurants in town.

   "People who run businesses here are from elsewhere. Seventy per cent of land is owned by strangers," she said.

   Mrs Aporn said in 2003 the National Human Rights Commission discussed the town's future with community leaders. They agreed that locals should be given the right to determine the future of Pai and formulate a development plan to keep out excessive commercial influence. But it seems that there is little effort to implement the plan, according to Mrs Aporn.

   However, Veerachai Saengthongaram, chief of the tambon administration organization of Wiang Tai, said efforts are being made to curb the fast development. Town planning and zoning would be enforced to draw a clear line keeping tourist areas encroaching on farmland and residential areas. Moreover, investors from other provinces would be subject to higher tax rates than locals. "Today, we can only see to it that no more damage is done to Pai," said Mr Veerachai. (
VIETNAM

TOURISM BOOM A MENACE FOR MONKEYS

[Deutsche Presse-Agentur: 29.1.09] - THE beach city of Nha Trang in central Vietnam has become one of the country’s biggest tourism centres. In neighbouring Yen Phuc province, a company from Brunei received approval for a US$4.3-billion mega-resort. And a new road is under construction along the Hon Heo Peninsula. As a result, the langurs settling on the rocky and jungle-covered peninsula are seriously threatened. 

   The Khanh Hoa Province People's Committee, the province's governing body, is strongly promoting tourism development. The government's eagerness for more hotels makes even the word ‘conservation’ sensitive. "Very often, [the authorities] see a conflict between tourism development and conservation," said Tilo Nadler, a primate biologist who heads a Frankfurt Zoological Society's (FZS) programme in Vietnam to study the monkeys.  "It will take a long time to improve awareness, and to explain that tourism development and conservation should go together."

   Hon Heo totals 55,000 hectares of jungle-covered mountains. While just over 100 langurs have been sighted near the biologist’s research station, the number living deeper in the peninsula could total several times that. 

   However, the peninsula has been changing rapidly due to tourism development.  In the late 1990s, there wasn’t even a road in the area.  Now large-scale industrial tourism is encroaching on the langurs’ habitat. In 2008, a Japanese hotel chain, built a five-star resort cluster of tile-roofed concrete bungalows with a swimming pool next door. Meanwhile, authorities are bulldozing a road down the peninsula, which will inevitably  bring  new visitors  and  more develop-ment.  (
UNIMPRESSED BY ’IMPRESSIVE VIETNAM’

[Vietnam Net Bridge: 5.2.09] – A NEW national tourism promotion programme called ‘Impressive Vietnam’ is finally on track.  In January, 19 travel agents and 12 three-to-five-star hotels gathered at Ho Chi Minh City’s Department of Culture, Sports and Tourism to commit to the promotion that offers 30-50 per cent discounts on May 2008 room rates and runs until 30 September.

   However, the hasty way of preparing the country’s first nationwide tourism promotion programme has raised many eyebrows as it has lured only a few of the country’s hotels, major players in the promotion. Only 70 three-to-five-star hotels have joined the programme’s 99 discounted tours among 10,400 tourism facilities throughout the country, including nearly 30 five-star, 90 four-star and 175 three-star hotels.

   Many hotels found it difficult to join the programme launched by the Vietnam National Administration of Tourism (VNAT), as they had already planned budgets for 2009, especially those managed by international hotel management companies. Most hotels did not wait for the government to take action but foresaw the gloomy market and depending on their market segment, launched their own promotions such as offering additional services and cutting room rates. Some did not hesitate to say that the huge discounts are unrealistic.   (
