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BURMA

ELEPHANT CAMP WAITING FOR TOURISTS IN VAIN
[Agence France Presse: 7.3.09] - Top of Form

CURIOUS elephant calf Wine Suu Khaing Thein should be the star attraction of the Pho Kyar eco-reserve down a rocky road in an isolated mountain range in central Burma. The one-year-old is the youngest of about 80 elephants roaming the reserve packed with decades-old teak trees and filled with bird song. But despite the promise of elephant rides and jungle treks, the ecotourists the camp wants to attract are simply not coming to the military-ruled nation, let alone making the bumpy ride to remote Pho Kyar.

   Tourist arrivals to Burma have been dropping again since the bloody 2007 military crackdown on Buddhist monks’ protests, while last year's cyclone and pressure from pro-democracy groups overseas to boycott the country have also deterred holiday-makers.  

   "We have very few visitors now," said a manager of Asia Green Travels and Tours Company, which arranges trips to Pho Kyar park. "It is not because of difficult transportation to this place but because of tourist arrivals declining these past months," he added.

   The reserve is about 320 kilometres away from the commercial and transport hub Rangoon, closer to the military regime's new capital Naypyidaw, a sprawling, hidden-away city that tourists are not allowed to visit.
   Whether to explore the ancient temples, crumbling cities and remote jungles in Burma ruled by a brutal military junta remains a heated debate among travellers, with the Rough Guide travel series not even publishing a book on the nation out of protest. Moral arguments aside, the global economic downturn and recent events in Burma have resulted in another tourism slump. Images of Buddhist monks fleeing gunfire on Rangoon's streets during protests in September 2007 and of bloated corpses littering paddy fields in the southern delta after Cyclone Nargis last May did not inspire tourists' confidence.
188,931 TOURISTS visited Burma in the first nine months of 2008, compared to 251,796 visitors during the same period in 2007 – a decline of around 25 per cent.

-The Irrawaddy, Feb. 2009-

   Exactly how many people make it to Pho Kyar elephant camp, which was set up 20 years ago, is unclear as the reserve does not keep records.
   More than half the elephants at the camp are working animals still used by the Myanma Timber Enterprise in the logging industry, and spend the dry season heaving felled trees through the jungle. Come the rainy season - or if the elephant is too old to work - the pachyderms return to the reserve to amuse any tourists who do show up.
   Burma has the largest elephant population in Southeast Asia, with an estimated 4,000 to 5,000 animals, said a recent report by wildlife group TRAFFIC that warned the animal is threatened by poaching. Environmentalists in the country have also said that as the junta expands logging in the teak forests, wild elephants are being captured and trained for clear-cutting operations that destroy their own habitats.   ( 
'LAND OF JADE' REMAINS CLOSED TO TOURISTS 
[Mizzima News: 31.3.09] – AUTHORITIES have once again banned tourists from visiting the 'Land of Jade', after reneging on a recent announcement that foreigners would be permitted to visit mining towns in Burma’s northern Kachin state. In February, the Ministry of Tourism told tour companies to include the jade mining town of Phakant as a tourist destination in a bid to boost tourism.
   “Last month they [ministry officials] said they will allow visits to Phakant, but now say they have not yet allowed any such excursions,” said a visitor, who asked the ministry of tourism in Naypyitaw for permission to visit Phakant.

   However, while authorities have restricted foreigners from visiting the country’s mining sites – including both Phakant and Mogoke, a town in Mandalay Division renowned for its rubies –, it has eased restrictions regarding visitations to other towns in rural areas, such as to the country’s northernmost town of Putao, also in Kachin state.
   Nonetheless, a Rangoon-based tour operator complained of the authority’s fluctuating policy, saying, “Even if we ask for permission they refuse to give it to us. Their policy is always fluctuating and not consistent.”
   And while authorities continue to allow tourists to pencil in the destinations of Myitkyina and Putao in Kachin state, guidelines stipulate that tourists must travel only by air and have to make use of authorized travel agents.   (
CAMBODIA

PLANS TO BOOST KEP AS A COASTAL TOURIST ATTRACTION

[Deutsche Presse-Agentur: 31.3.09; Phnom Penh Post: 31.3.09] - IN Cambodia, where a decade-long tourism boom has been driven almost entirely by Angkor Wat temple tours, the government hopes that the rebirth of a seaside resort town will help to lure visitors to the country's coastline. The small town of Kep on the south-east coast has been earmarked as Cambodia's first ‘boutique’ tourism destination.

   Tourist numbers have surged in recent years, but this town of just a few thousand people has maintained its unhurried, pastoral character. Unlike Sihanoukville, a lively huddle of guesthouses, bars and nightclubs on the central coast, Kep seems to be taking a slower path towards developing its tourism sector. But with its lush rainforests, crystalline waters and bountiful seafood, Kep is finding that the tourists do not need much encouragement. A three-hour drive from the capital Phnom Penh, Kep has become a favorite weekend retreat for expatriates and Cambodia's burgeoning middle class. 

   Kep became a playground for Cambodia's French rulers in the early 20th century. Along with former king Norodom Sihanouk, the French elite built dozens of mansions in the hills along the coastline and sailed their yachts in the waters of the Gulf of Thailand. But like many regions in Cambodia, Kep was ravaged by the United States' secret bombing campaign during the Indochinese War and was forcibly evacuated during the Khmer Rouge's 1975-1975 rule. The Khmer Rouge rulers considered the town a symbol of bourgeois hedonism and colonial oppression, and destroyed most of its infrastructure. 

   Kep lay dormant for more than a decade, and the scars of its troubled past are still visible among the poor local population and neglected amenities. The seaside villas left standing have become overgrown with vines and tree trunks, and now only the smallest of fishing boats can dock in the once-bustling port. But Kep's beauty has not paled despite years of conflict, neglect and civil war. Guesthouses and hotels catering to all budgets have been built along the coast, including the exclusive Knai Banh Chatt Hotel, which boasts views of the imposing Bokor Mountain from its infinity pool. 

   While Kep has no beach and is separated from the sea by a strip of coarse red stones, a 30 minute boat ride to Koh Thonsay - known as Rabbit Island - reveals one of Cambodia's unspoilt, pristine beaches. The island's only available beds are housed in palm-wood bungalows. 
   Driving past the various building sites, road workers and bulldozers on the road out of town, one gets the impression that the place is on the verge of a tourism storm. A good road now runs straight to the nearby riverside town of Kampot, which is experiencing its own tourism rebirth, and there are signs of a coastal tourism trail emerging. 

      The town is only 20 minutes from a recently opened Vietnamese border crossing. Cambodia’s Minister of Tourism Thong Khon recently said that the government is seeking investment to build a port in Kep to create a sea link to Vietnam's Phu Quoc island. "We have got the green light to develop Kep as an international tourist port, now we are looking for a qualified investor to upgrade the dilapidated port or to build a new port in Kep province to link tourism destinations between the province and Phu Quoc island in Vietnam," he said. Travel between Phu Quoc and Kep takes only 90 minutes, he added. Phu Quoc has become a popular destination for tourists in the region and it is expected that the island will draw around 3 million tourists per year by 2012.   ( 
CRIME WAVE HITS SIHANOUKVILLE

[Phnom Penh Post: 9.3.09] - RECENTLY, Kate Fitch has been put in a headlock, punched in the face and pulled off of a motorbike taxi in Sihanoukville, but she says it's not just bad luck. Muggings and violent bag-snatchings have become routine in the tourist-dependent town, she and others say.
   Residents and business owners in the beach town say that a sharp rise in the number of violent crimes - especially against foreign residents - have made many afraid to go out alone or at night, putting a damper on city's once-lively nightlife.
   To the surprise of many, Tak Vanntha, the police chief in Preah Sihanouk province, announced that crime in the first quarter of 2009 was down from the same period last year. Upon hearing this statistic, one business owner who wished to remain anonymous called the number "laughable".
   Tak Vanntha said the police have been actively patrolling the town's most popular beaches, saying, "We have deployed police at all the main tourist places like beaches ... [in order] to guarantee that tourists are safe to enjoy their visit in our province". 

   But another business owner who also wished to remain anonymous for fear of police reprisal said that two-thirds of motorbike bag snatchings seem to happen on a one-kilometre stretch of road and could be prevented. "I would like to see more police patrolling at night. I feel like these crimes can be easily stopped," he said.
   The expat community has come together to try and ensure its own security and the safety of visitors. "Now, we all help each other get home," Prince said. "People aren't going home alone."
   In addition, two beachside businesses have been circulating a petition in both Khmer and English addressed to the Minister of Tourism, which has already garnered at least 90 signatures. The petition states: "There has been a marked increase of street crime and violence in the Ochheuteal and Serendipity area in the last two months, and has affected us all directly or indirectly".
   Tourism has dropped in Preah Sihanouk province by 9 per cent in the first three months of 2009 compared with the first quarter of last year, and many businesses are concerned that stories of violent crime will only exacerbate the town's financial woes. The German Foreign Ministry is already warning its citizens about crime in Sihanoukville.   (
GOVERNMENT APPROVES CONTROVERSIAL HUNTING PARK IN RATTANAKIRI
[Agence France Presse: 28.2.09; Phnom Penh Post: 3.3.09] - FOLLOWING internal debate within various government depart-ments that has been ongoing for the last four years, the Council of Ministers recently approved the establishment of a new protected area in Rattanakiri Province. Comprising around 100,000 hectares, the O'Yadav Protected Forest (OPF) is slated to become the Kingdom's first hunting reserve, where big-game trophy hunters will be allowed to pay thousands of dollars to shoot wild animals including gaur, banteng, wild boar and deer.
   According to the government, revenues would be used to protect the area, manage sustainable wildlife levels, provide funds for social development and generate income for the national budget.
   A Spanish company, NSOK Safaris, has been working with the government to develop the reserve.  Chheang Dany said several of their executives visited the area in 2006 and that an investment proposal had been submitted to the Council of Ministers. He further said that NSOK's proposal included plans to build a hunting lodge, a small airport so hunters could fly directly from Phnom Penh to the protected forest, and that they were committed to build a school and a health clinic - probably in a local village. In theory, the Council for the Development of Cambodia (CDC) would have to approve any final investment proposal.
   However, trophy-hunting as a method of managing and preserving wildlife is a controversial issue that has seen hunting organizations and conservation NGOs go head-to-head for decades.
   Seng Teak, Cambodia country director for the global conservation group WWF, said that the decision to designate the area as a protected forest was "good news" but that any hunting had to be based on "scientific information and sound management". 

   "This can help produce results for managing the site and help improve the livelihoods of the people," he added.  "Otherwise, it could ruin the [animal] population. We need to ensure the population of species needed to take off is available there. It must be studied very thoroughly“.

   The local provincial government seems optimistic that the project will benefit Ratanakkiri. "I strongly believe that the project will reduce forest clearing and illegal hunting," said Deputy Governor Bou Lam.
   The majority of the OPF is presently covered with deciduous forest, meaning forest cover is sparse and water is very scarce during much of the year. The area east of the O'Tang River, which flows from the Vietnamese border southwest into the Srepok River, and north of the O'Leo River - comprises about 80,000 hectares.
   According to the Phnom Penh Post, one should not expect to see rifle-toting big-game hunters kitted out in safari suits passing through Phnom Penh any time soon, as a raft of regulations still remain to be passed. The Ministry of Interior will have to decide on regulations for importing and carrying weapons; the Ministry of Finance needs to determine the exact trophy and licensing fees; and the Forestry Administration will have to determine annual quotas for each species.

   Moreover, the global economic downturn may for the time being take the wind out of the sails of anyone who needs to come up with the US$50,000 required to walk around the jungle looking for a wild cow to shoot, said the Phnom Penh Post.   (
THAILAND

TOURISM SECTOR EXPECTS 200,000 JOB LOSSES OVER POLITICAL CRISIS 

[Agence France Presse: 14.4.09; The Nation: 11.4.09] – THAILAND’S battered tourism sector could shed up to 200,000 jobs this year, industry experts warned as violent street battles in Bangkok triggered mass cancellations. Red-shirted followers of convicted former prime minister Thaksin Shinawatra, after forcing the cancellation of the ASEAN summit in Pattaya on 11 April, went on the rampage in Bangkok, clashing with security forces during the Thai New Year festival in defiance of a state of emergency. Bewildered tourists in Bangkok said they feared for their safety, while others were irritated that major shopping centres were shuttered.  It was not exactly the ‘Land of Smiles’ visitors had expected.

   Apichart Sankary, president of the Association of Thai Travel Agents (ATTA), said that television images about the violence beamed around the world had alarmed potential visitors. "Layoffs are inevitable. We may lose up to 200,000 people this year if the situation is not resolved," he said.
   Thailand’s tourism industry may lose at least Bt200 billion (US$5.7 billion) of revenue this year, as the consequences of political unrest, said Kongkrit Hiranyakit, chairman of the Tourism Council of Thailand. 

  Tourism accounts for five per cent of gross domestic product and employs two million people, or up to seven per cent of the country's total workforce. The industry has already been worn down by the SARS epidemic in 2003, the 2004 Asian tsunami, a 2006 coup and last year's closure of Bangkok's two airports by a separate protest. Analysts say continued instability will just wreak more havoc on the tourism sector, which is already bruised from the impact of the global economic crisis.

   "The declaration of the state of emergency and the issuance of travel advisories by other countries can be very detrimental to international travel," said Singapore-based Robert McIntosh, a specialist in the hotel sector with property consultancy CB Richard Ellis. "People will redirect their holidays to places like Bali and Vietnam, " he added.
   Australia, China, Russia and Hong Kong have joined governments around the world in urging their citizens to avoid or reconsider travelling to Thailand in view of the chaotic situation.

   John Koldowski of the Pacific Asia Travel Association (PATA) said the damage due to the political turmoil could be long-lasting. "The longer this uncertainty continues, the more businesses will close and more people will be laid off not just in the travel and tourism industry but across the board," Koldowski said. He added that even if the situation settles down, "there will always be the fear that things could boil over again very quickly and people will avoid Thailand because of that." Koldowski’s comment is noteworthy as the PATA is usually the first agency that in times of crises takes an overly optimistic ‘back-to-normal’ stance in order to lure tourists back to troubled destinations.

    Meanwhile, the Thai government has declared tourism recovery a top national priority and decided to invest an extra amount of about US$188.57 million on tourism projects over the next three years.  The package excludes US$292.28 million in tourism-related infrastructure spending, planned for the same period.

   Initiatives include:

- US$2.14 million  to restore foreign-visitor confidence and upgrade warnings and safety measures in tourism spots;
- US$9.28 million to convince foreign visitors to travel to Thailand both for business and leisure;
- US$57.14 million to build new tourism products, including developments such as the Royal Coast plan, the Chiang Mai convention hall, and tourism routes linking South China to Malaysia and Burma via Laos and Vietnam;
- US$101.42 million for rehabilitating the environment at tourism spots, such as the national parks and the royal projects;
- US$16.94 million for upgrading tourism standards and developing human resources in the industry.

    However, some commentators have argued that it will be useless if the governments just spends more tax payers’ money on promotional campaigns in order to bring back tourists to Thailand (see Commentary ‘Haste is Waste’).   (
Commentary 

HASTE IS WASTE, TOURISM-WISE

The following is edited from a longer article by Boonsong Kositchotethana, 

Deputy Assignment Editor (Business) of Bangkok Post [22.4.09]

The frantic calls by the tourism industry for the government to launch global "road shows" to woo tourists back in a hurry, after anti-government riots killed two and injured 135 people in Bangkok last week, may be premature and wasteful. PM Abhisit Vejjajiva's decision to attend the Arabian Travel Mart, a major tourism event in Dubai during May 5-8, in a mission to restore traveller confidence, is also likely to be futile.

    Embarking on these sorts of remedial action, though well-intended, are simply too early as the images of red-shirted rioters out on the streets - commandeering buses, setting them alight, pushing them towards security forces, setting tyres on fire - are still fresh in the minds of viewers around the world. The rioting in Bangkok underscored the ugly scenes in Pattaya the previous week, when supporters of fugitive former prime minister Thaksin Shinawatra stormed the venue of a summit meeting of Asia-Pacific leaders, forcing the government to unceremoniously call it off. That event alone was bad enough to gravely undermine Thailand's national reputation. Though those rioters have retreated, confronted with a broader military crackdown, the crisis is far from over. Perceptually, Thailand has sustained serious damage as an exotic and safe tourism destination. Then, the assassination attempt on People's Alliance for Democracy (PAD) core leader Sondhi Limthongkul has further shown that the political crisis is still very much alive, with no end in sight.

   The political turmoil in Thailand has been witnessed by the whole world.  The global economic slump is magnifying the effect of the political upheaval because fewer travellers can afford to come to Thailand. Clearly, it will take a great deal more than soothing words, even with Mr Abhisit's best rhetoric, to spruce up the country's tourism image in a short period.

   Apichart Sankary, president of the Association of Thai Travel Agents, was quite correct when he said: "If we can't create reconciliation in the country, we should not go out to assure foreign travellers. We may be seen as liars if we can't deliver what we have promised."

   Today, Thailand is intractably divided and the world is left with a lasting impression that the country is heading for a long period of regular turbulence. Obviously, the key to regaining confidence is to put an end to the political conflict.

   Though the Abhisit administration has made tourism recovery a top national priority, the government still needs to do more, not just through words, to assure tourists and foreign investors that stability, law and order have actually been restored before inviting them back.

   Would it be more prudent to delay those costly image revival campaigns at least in the near term and concentrate on working out any achievable political resolution and then show the results to the world later? The tourism industry must concede that there is no magical way to attract travellers back in the numbers they'd like to see, so long as political chaos remains.   (
PLAN TO TRANSFORM PATTAYA INTO A SPECIAL TOURISM ZONE

[Bangkok Post: 21.3.09; 18.4.09] - A COMPREHENSIVE master plan aimed at turning Pattaya into a special tourism zone (STZ) is now being drafted jointly by the Designated Areas for Sustainable Tourism Administration (DASTA) and Pattaya City. The plan, expected to be unveiled in about a year from now, is thought to be the answer to Pattaya's numerous problems with coastal erosion, traffic congestion, public safety, overcrowding, deterioration of public infrastructure and hazards to residents' health. The blueprint also aims to increase the city's competitiveness in tourism. This requires that Pattaya, well-known as a centre of sex and crime, will take a serious look at how it can improve its image. 

   DASTA was created by the Thaksin Shinawatra government in 2003 as a central body to implement its grandiose tourism scheme for the country. Its goal was to develop designated areas into luxury tourism destinations. All of DASTA’s projects have been shrouded in controversy, particularly the Night Safari nature theme park in Chiang Mai, Koh Chang in Trat, and the post-tsunami initiative for Koh Phi Phi in Krabi. Local residents and NGOs criticized DASTA for the lack of people’s participation in the planning and management of tourism. 
   Pattaya is heavily relying on the tourism industry, and in the past 10 years the number of visitors has jumped sharply from three to eight million. Pattaya City Mayor Itthiphol Khunplome has argued that the STZ plan was necessary for the survival of Pattaya City. "The master plan will help us integrate and allow us to work with other government agencies as we need their help to deal with problems which we don't have the authority to solve on our own," he said.

   However, not all locals and businessmen agree. Boonma Fangrak, chairman of Ban Rong Mai Kheed in Pattaya municipality, said he was in favour of a development plan, but there could be obstacles with the local organizations implementing the projects. He also said the key problems centred on tourist safety and local and international crime syndicates using the city as a base to conduct the drugs trade and prostitution. Drugs breed crime and the targets are none other than the tourists. "I wonder how DASTA and Pattaya City intend to weed out these problems. Tell me," Boonma said. He also suggested the drafting of the master plan should be a participatory process drawing input from local residents.
   Olarn Thinbangtieo, a political scientist at Burapha University in Chonburi Province, said he was worried about the the plan’s impact. DASTA could ignore local opinion on how Pattaya should be developed, he said adding that this had been clearly experienced on Koh Chang. “I want all people involved to learn a lesson from Koh Chang residents who have found themselves in land disputes and faced environmental impacts in many areas of the island,” said Olarn. 
    Tourism business owners in Pattaya also pointed out that the closure of the Bangkok airports at the end of last year as well as the recent storming of the ASEAN summit venue by red-shirt protesters at the Royal Cliff Beach Resort have dealt a serious blow to Pattaya's tourism sector.   (
VIETNAM
PM STOPS HANOI NOVOTEL PROJECT OVER FEAR OF ENVIRONMENT DAMAGE

[Deutsche Presse-Agentur: 15.4.09; Vietnam News Agency: 16.4.09; Asia Travel Tips: 10.6.08] – VIETNAM’S Prime Minister Nguyen Tan Dung recently cancelled the construction of a luxury hotel inside a popular Hanoi park. It was reported by the local media that the prime minister ordered Hanoi's People's Committee, the city's governing body, to find another spot for the project and to compensate investors for expenses. The cancellation came after months of criticism from a broad-based citizens' coalition that said the hotel violated zoning rules and would degrade one of Hanoi's few large parks. 

    Landscape architect Tran Thanh Van, whose February letter of protest to the People's Committee touched off the controversy, said the decision should have been made quickly at a lower level of government. "This is not a big thing, not worth the prime minister getting involved, but his juniors could not settle it," said Van. 
    Evan Lewis, a spokesman for the French company Accor, which was to manage the hotel, called the outcome ‘disappointing’. "The project was a strategic development and a much-needed, four-star hotel for Hanoi," Lewis claimed. 
   When Patrick Basset, Accor Vice President in charge of East & North East Asia, introduced the project last year, he said: “The Novotel Hanoi On the Park, when completed, will stand out for its blend of elegance and value. We are very happy to join with Hanoi Tourism and the joint venture partners to bring another top hotel to the Vietnam’s capital.” 

   Citizens' protests are rare in Vietnam, particularly when they involve large foreign investors. But the project to build a 376-room Novotel inside Reunification Park, built by socialist volunteer labor in 1958-60, seemed to touch a nerve. 

    "The Hanoi People's Committee should review their actions, should recognize their wrongdoings, draw their lessons, and decide who should take responsibility," said Huynh Dang Hy, general secretary of the Vietnam Urban Development Association. Hy added the People's Committee should punish people who worked as consultants on the project and use their payment to compensate investors' losses. 

   Construction of the Novotel Hotel began in June 2008, and investors are reported to have spent US$15 million in construction costs so far.  Hanoi officials initially listed the investors as an unknown Singapore holding company called SIH, but Vietnamese press reported one of the backers is the Vietnamese investment and real estate corporation VinaCapital.   ( 

CANADIAN POLITICIANS INVOLVED IN BUILDING CASINO-RESORT IN VUNG TAO

[All Headline News (Canada): 16.4.09] - FORMER Canadian Prime Minister Jean Chretien is part of a Canadian property development company engaged in the construction of a five-star casino-resort in Vietnam. The Asian Coast Development Ltd. has plans for its anchor project - the Ho Tram Strip, the largest foreign investment in Vietnam - to rise along the beaches of the Vung Tau province.

   The website of ACDL lists Chretien as its advisor on government relations. Chretien finished his term as prime minister in 2003. The portal cited Chretien's extensive public service record as assets to the ACDL government relations team. ACDL president Stephen Shoemaker said the former prime minister is a plus for their US$4.5-billion project. "His strong relations with the Vietnamese government officials and (that he is) somebody who is a very well-regarded individual, it's been extremely helpful for us," he said.

   The resort will have gaming facilities, a 200-acre golf course designed by Greg Norman and a hotel with 1,100 rooms. The gaming facilities has Las Vegas standards featuring 90 table games, 1,000 electronic games, live entertainment, fine dining and VIP area. The area will also host a College of Hospitality and Tourism where it would train and source potential manpower needs of the casino-resort.

   With Chretien on the ACDL team is another Canadian politician, David Tsubouchi who is a former cabinet minister in Ontario. Both are Tories. Tsubouchi is listed as the ACDL advisor on regulatory and government relations.   (
SUN CITY GETS LICENCE FOR TOURISM DEVELOPMENT IN PHAN THIET

 [Vietnam Net: 17.4.09; Vietnam Business Finance: 17.4.09] - BINH Thuan Province has issued an investment license for the Sun City Company’s project to build a villa quarter in the beach resort city of Phan Thiet. The company plans to invest about US$19.83 million to develop the project on 43 hectares of sandy beach in Ham Tien and Mui Ne, which is considered “heaven of resorts”. Besides the beach villas, the company plans to build hotels and entertainment and sports sections, spas, bars, restaurants, shopping areas and other facilities. 

   Phan Thiet is 200 kilometers north of Ho Chi Minh City. Since the Russians discovered Phan Thiet, it has changed considerably, with more and more hotels being built. With the Sun City property and tourism project, however, the beauty of the area will be gone, said the Vietnam Business Finance.     (
YUNNAN/ CHINA
U.N. INITIATIVE TO PROTECT ETHNIC CULTURES

[Xinhua Net: 27.3.09] - A PROJECT to protect Chinese ethnic minority cultures, jointly funded by the United Nations and the Chinese government, was recently launched in Beijing. 

    The joint project, the "China Culture and Development Partnership Framework", will receive US$6 million from the UN-Spain Millennium Development Goal Achievement Fund and US$1 million from the Chinese government over three years, said Khalid Malik, UN Resident Coordinator in China. 

    The programme will cover Qinghai, Yunnan and Guizhou Provinces and the Tibet Autonomous Region. It has two aims, which are to support China in designing and implementing policies that promote the country's ethnic minorities and empower those groups to better manage their cultural resources for economic development, Malik said. 

    The project aims to help ethnic minorities develop in three key areas: education, maternal and child health, and employment. It will also support the development of culture-based tourism and arts and craft and creative industries. 

    "China's ethnic minority cultures contribute much to the world's cultural diversity," said Yang Jing, minister of the State Ethnic Affairs Commission (SEAC). 

    The project emphasizes the importance in a harmonious society of tolerance and respect for cultural diversity, as well as the promotion of minorities and disadvantaged groups, said Carlos Blasco Villa, Spanish ambassador in China. It brings together several UN agencies, including the UN Children's Fund, the UN Population Fund, the UN Development Program, the World Health Organization, the International Labor Organization, the UN Industrial Development Organization and the Food and Agriculture Organization. It will involve close coordination with six Chinese government bodies: the SEAC and the ministries of commerce, education, health, human resources and social security, and agriculture.   (
WILL NATURAL BEAUTY RETURN TO LUGU LAKE?

[Xinhua Net: 29.3.09] - LOCATED 280 kilometers from the well-known town of Lijiang in Yunnan Province is Lugu Lake, which has won the favour of tourists in recent years for its natural beauty and ethnic cultures. Lugu is a lake on the boundary where Ninglang Yi Autonomous County in Yunnan Province meets Yanyuan County in Sichuan Province. Covering an area of more than 50 square kilometers and at an elevation of 2,690 meters, it is the highest lake in the province and one of the largest freshwater lakes in the country. The average depth of the lake stands at 45 meters, with the deepest point reaching 93 meters.

   With the rapid development of tourism and the economy in recent years, the local environment and its cultural landscapes have been confronted with an unprecedented challenge. Statistics from the Ninglang County show that thousands of tourists come to visit the scenic spot every year, leaving behind large amounts of sewage and garbage.

   Yu Lijun, an official from the Lugu Lake Tourism Management Committee, said that local government authorities have taken a series of measures to tackle the worsening environment in the lake area over the past years. "We must break the vicious circle of 'exploiting while polluting' and thoroughly remove the causes of environmental problems," he said.

   "Since the committee was set up in 2004, it has demolished or transformed most of the buildings put up in contravention of rules and regulations in the lake area," said Yu. "The whole layout of the Lige Village has been moved 80 meters back from the lake. Meanwhile, we have built sewage disposal systems and garbage disposal plants to tackle the problem of water pollution."

   Yu said that the Lijiang municipal government has implemented a state-level project in the area since 2006. The project involves pollution control technology, environmental development, poverty alleviation, natural resource management, and community construction and development.

   "Local villagers have been cooperating well with the government," Yu stressed. "They actively participate in removing unauthorized buildings, reforesting cultivated land in harmony with local conditions, and improving environmental sanitation in residential areas."

   As a result, the vegetation coverage rate has obviously increased and soil erosion has effectively ceased, according to Xinhua. Local statistics also show that average visibility in the waters of the lake has increased from 11 meters in previous years to 12.1 meters in 2008, a first-level standard authorized by the state. The number of birds around the lake has also significantly increased.   ( 
Special Report

WILL WORLD HERITAGE STATUS HELP TO PRESERVE THE HANI TERRACES?

The following is edited from a feature story by Zhou Jing for China.org.cn [31.3.09]

The Hani Terraces, an ecological wonder covering millions of acres, lies on the banks of the Red River (Honghe) in Yunnan Province. It is the largest terrace system in the world and was created over hundreds of generations by the Hani people, one of China's 55 officially recognized ethic minorities. The government of the Honghe Hani and Yi Autonomous Prefecture has been preparing a bid for UNESCO world heritage status for nearly a decade.

   But recently, the local government of Yuanyang County, which is deep in the Ailao Mountains, started selling tickets to its section of the terraces, prompting a furious dispute about the conflict between the development of tourism and the area's bid for heritage status.

   From 22 February, tourists have had to buy tickets to enter the area. But to get a close look at the terraces they may have to pay an additional fee of 10 to 20 yuan (US$1.5 to 2.9) to terrace owners.

   Xinhua reported that the county government began planning the ticket sales in cooperation with a company called the Yunnan Expo Group back in 2008. But local residents say the payments they were offered are not satisfactory, so they started charging tourists additional fees. Tourists are understandably unhappy about having to pay twice, and some have also complained about the unsympathetic and incongruous modern buildings that are appearing in the area.

   Min Qingwen of the Institute of Geographic Sciences and Natural Resources Research at the Chinese Academy of Sciences said the development of tourism in the area is being carried out blindly and is threatening the heritage bid, which has entered into the key stage. He fears exploitation of the terraces for instant profit may damage or even destroy Hani terrace culture.

   The Hani terraces have a history of over 1,200 years, and spread over the entire southern bank of Red River through the counties of Honghe, Yuanyang, Lüchun and Jinping. In Yuanyang alone, there are over 170,000 mu of terraces (one mu = one sixth of an acre) zigzagging over range upon range of slopes up to a height of 3,000 meters, said Shi Junchao, an expert on Hani culture. The Hani terraces and their irrigation system constitute an ingenious agricultural system and the ancient Hani farmers created a perfect rice farming ecosystem, said Shi.
The Hani terraces and their irrigation system constitute an ingenious agricultural system and the ancient Hani farmers created a perfect rice farming ecosystem.

   In 1995, five terrace clusters in Ifugao province in the Philippines were declared UNESCO World Heritage Site. But compared with them, the Hani Terrace clusters are much more developed in terms of numbers of layers, area and history. "If the heritage bid succeeds, local economic development will be promoted and the Hani farming civilization will be protected," Shi said.

   However, attracted by modern city life, many young Hanis have moved away to earn money and have left their terraces to lie waste. "We should use the terrace culture to shake off poverty," Shi said, adding that action is urgently needed to protect and develop the area.

   Hou Mingming, professor of environmental science at Kunming University of Science and Technology, suggested a kind of active tourism, that would allow tourists to come to sow seeds in spring and return to reap crops in autumn, so both tourists and local farmers benefit.

   Tian Kun of the State Forestry Administration said the local government should let residents become shareholders in the local tourism business using their terraces as stocks. As they benefit from the business, they will begin to attach more value to their own culture and identity.

   Shi Junchao said expanding organic agriculture covering rice, fish, pork, beef and mutton would reap rich returns and boost the development of traditional agriculture.

   The government of Honghe Prefecture first declared it was to seek World Heritage status for the terraces in the year 2000. By 2004, the terraces had made it to a shortlist of five potential bids being considered by the Chinese government. By 2007, the government list had grown to include 35 sites, but no formal bid on behalf of the Hani Terraces has so far been submitted to UNESCO.   (
