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THE REGION

TOURIST ARRIVALS AT ‘ROCK BOTTOM’ IN 2009

[Bangkok Post: 14.7.09; Bangkok Post Mid-Year Review 2009; Phnom Penh Post: 30.7.09; TTG-Asia: 24.-30.7.09; Travel Daily Asia: 28.7.09] – THE Pacific Asia Travel Association (PATA) expects the region's international tourist arrivals will hit ‘rock bottom’ in the latter part of this year. But it is optimistic that tourism will pick up again from 2010 if the effects of the economic downturn and the swine flu-outbreak ease.

   PATA has revised its 2009-2010 projection for Asia. It said tourist arrivals in Southeast Asia this year will decrease by 4.2%, having earlier forecast a 6.8% rise. 
   Phornsiri Manoharn, the PATA chairwoman, said it is difficult to predict exactly what the outcome for tourism will be as the spread of the deadly H1N1 virus and global recession is hurting the worldwide tourism industry.

Tourism-related operators should focus more on regional and domestic markets because it is presently difficult to attract tourists from the United States and Europe, she said.

   In Thailand, arrivals in 2009 may decrease by as much as 20% to 11-12 million while revenue could shrink by 25% to 380-400 billion baht (US$10.8-11.4 billion), according to the Research Center of Kasikorn Bank.  The number of tourists already plunged sharply in the second half of 2008 due to the political turmoil in the country. The problems continued into 2009 and arrivals during the first four months of this year declined by 19.7% compared to the same period in 2008. Particularly the riots in Pattaya that forced the cancellation of the ASEAN Summit and the violent street demonstrations in Bangkok streets in April tarnished Thailand’s image and undermined the confidence of tourists who are sensitive to security issues. Many hotels, airlines and tour agents are now counting on their last resort – selling cheap-priced air tickets, hotel rooms and tour packages – simply to scrape through the hard times. 
   TTG-Asia noted in an article on the ‘Politics of Tourism’: “Tourism, Thailand’s engine of growth, is now sputtering because of the incidents of the past months and the ongoing political tensions. Arrivals from January to April this year fell …, causing the industry to recoil with massive retrenchments, pay cuts and recruitment freezes. Throw in the global economic downturn and the A/H1N1 pandemic, and Thai hotels are left with their worst low season yet, with occupancies hovering at the 30% level. The trade estimates that around 100,000 people out of the million-strong tourism-related workforce are in danger of losing their jobs should the political unrest continue or, worse, escalate in the coming months”. 
   In Cambodia, the Ministry of Tourism recently released statistics for the first six months of the year that also show a large decline in the numbers of foreign visitors. The number of South Koreans visiting Cambodia dropped more than any other, down one-third from 160,400 to 106,300. Tourist arrivals from other key visitor nations such as Japan, China, Thailand and Australia were also down between 10-25%. The ministry warned that the effect on tourism workers was pronounced. In a survey of 72 hotels, the ministry found that between a third and a half of jobs had been cut at 12 hotels, and that working hours had been reduced by the same proportion at the remaining 60 hotels. Around 300,000 Cambodians work in the tourism sector, with between 50 and 60% employed at hotels, guesthouses and other tourist accommodation.

   Foreign arrivals to Vietnam have also fallen 19% in the first six months of 2009 compared to the same period last year. Approximately 1.8 million foreigner tourists visited Vietnam in the first half of the year, reported the Vietnam National Administration of Tourism (VNAT). The agency expects the number of foreign tourists will increase again once the world economy recovers in late 2009 or early 2010.   (
LAOS HOSTS WORLD ECOTOURISM CONFERENCE 2009 

[eTurbo News Asia-Pacific: 22.7.09; Travel Impact Newswire: 22.7.09; Word Ecotourism Conference website: July 2009] - THE much-expected World Eco-Tourism Conference (WEC) was held in Vientiane from 15 to 17 July under the theme, “New paradigms and Resilience for Sustainable and Responsible Tourism in Developing Countries.” Over 300 delegates gathered to discuss ‘sustainable tourism’ development, in particular lessons learned in developing and regulating ecotourism-related products and services.

   However, the conference’s success was muted by a low turnout of international buyers and media, noted Imtiaz Muqbil of Travel Impact Newswire. He said the participants list indicated that it was attended primarily by government officials, consultants, academics and representatives of aid agencies working in Laos as well as international associations like PATA. Meanwhile, there were only three international media representatives, all based in Thailand. The line-up of speakers also indicated not a single buyer. The only industry practitioner among the speakers was Albert Teo, Managing Director, Borneo Eco Tours.

   Muqbil reported: “Apart from a handful of presentations which raised real issues or sought to bring new ideas to light, most of the others were largely academic dissertations or sales pitches by the respective sponsors and participants. The keynote speaker, Dr Taleb Rifai, the UNWTO secretary-general, was also unable to make it, and sent one of his staffers, Mr Eugenio Yunis, Director of UNWTO’s Programme and Coordination Unit.”

   However, one highlight at the conference was the foundation of a new regional network, called the Asia Pacific Ecotourism Society (APES). As key objectives of APES were given:

* to promote and maintain peace and stability within the region as no tourism initiatives or activities can survive the impact of conflicts, violence and destruction through civil wars, terrorism and political unrest; 

* to stage an annual ‘Asia Pacific Ecotourism Conference’ to be rotated among the ASEAN, Mekong and the Oceania countries with international support of international tourism organizations and facilitators; 

* to develop regional markets for ecotourism in Asia Pacific, in response to long haul carbon footprint concerns and the economic downturn in traditional ecotourist markets in the West; 

* to create a platform for the green tourism industry players in the Asia-Pacific region to meet and discuss annually, challenges and solutions;
* as ecotourism destinations, to self-determine best practices and benchmarking at par within the region to achieve optimal balance between environment and economy; 

* to strengthen bilateral and regional co-operation through established frameworks as well as bilateral MOUs between respective Governments and between private sector organizations.   ( 

BURMA

RUMOUR HAS IT THAT AUNG SAN SUU KYI HAS CHANGED HER MIND ON TOURISM

[The Telegraph (UK): 14.8.09; Phuket Wan: 18.8.09; The Irrawaddy: 18.8.09] - IT is by no means the first time that erroneous statements have been made about Aung San Suu Kyi’s stance on the ongoing tourism boycott in military-ruled Burma. On 14 August, the British newspaper The Telegraph reported that „Aung San Suu Kyi, the Burmese opposition leader currently under house arrest, has dropped her opposition to tourism to Burma”. 
   Suu Kyi,  Burma’s democracy leader and a Nobel Peace Prize laureate, was convicted on 11 August by a Burma court of violating her previous house arrest by allowing an uninvited American who swam to her home to stay for two days. She was initially sentenced to three years in prison with hard labor, but it was quickly reduced to 18 months of house arrest by the military-ruled country's chief, Snr-Gen Than Shwe. The verdict will effectively remove Suu Kyi from the political scene next year when the junta plans to hold its first elections since 1990, when her party won overwhelmingly but was never allowed to form a government [see below: ‘The Joke’s on the Junta’].

   The Telegraph article said: “[Suu Kyi] now believes [tourism] can be encouraged, provided it is run through private operations and not through the government, and that visitors might help draw attention to the oppression of the people by the military junta. She has made her views known through a close acquaintance and former member of her party, the National League for Democracy (NLD).” 

    Amrit Singh, director of TransIndus Travel, who grew up in Burma, was quoted as saying: "I am thrilled and heartened. … The call to boycott Burma has had no impact on the military's stance. It has only managed to isolate the ordinary people by encouraging the world to look away." 

   The article further reiterated the view of British travel companies that, “although some money will inevitably filter down to the junta, it is possible to avoid staying at state-run projects and ensure that [locals] benefit from visits.”

   Some industry representatives pointed out the philanthropic nature of foreign travel agencies operating in Burma especially after Cyclone Nargis struck the country in May 2008. For instance, Nick Van Gruisen, director of the Ultimate Travel Company, was quoted as saying: "We are delighted [about Suu Kyi changing her mind]. We've stuck with Burma through thick and thin and many of our clients have made return visits. Thanks to their generosity we have been able to assist with health care and schooling…..”

   In addition to the lead article, The Telegraph published a comment by an anonymous “member of the Burmese travel industry” under the headline “Burma tourism gives 'economic freedom'”. It tried to explain “why tourism can be a force for good”: 

   „Sectors such as oil and gas, timber, gems, fisheries and agriculture provide the vast majority of state revenue, and do little to provide opportunity and advancement for those who work in these sectors. The tourism sector on the other hand, since by its nature it relies on foreigners as their customers, cannot be controlled so easily, and is therefore mainly in the hands of private companies with no specific connections to the government.” 
   The commentator also claimed: “Investment sanctions and tourism boycotts although well meaning, actually play into the hands of the government, by concentrating more power and lucrative trade and business deals in a tight inner circle of business associates and military families.” 

   These statements were strongly rebuked by a Burmese citizen, Suu Phyu, who pointed out in an online comment to the newspaper’s website that it is primarily the generals’ relatives who own the private tourism companies or are major shareholders. “There is no single tourism company in Burma [that] is [not] related with generals’ relatives,” he said, adding “Indeed, this article is a joke for all Burmese.” 

   UK-based Burma Campaign and Tourism Concern, both NGOs that have supported the tourism boycott to Burma for many years, also expressed their views in The Telegraph, making it clear they would not change their policy for the time being. In a separate opinion piece, Mark Farmaner of Burma Campaign UK said: “Once again, there is speculation that Aung San Suu Kyi has changed her mind about the tourism boycott. If she has, her party can easily say so. The Burma Campaign UK follows the policies of the democracy movement, and if the NLD ends its call for a boycott, we will too.“ 

   Farmaner further stated: “Gordon Brown has called for a global arms embargo against Burma. It is incredible that there is not one already. There are also moves to have the International Criminal Court prosecute the generals for crimes against humanity. Going on holiday to Burma will not help stop human-rights abuses; supporting these initiatives will.”

   Following the British newspaper article, supporters of Burma tourism enthusiastically spread the news about Suu Kyi’s alleged change of opinion. The online publication Phuket Wan was quick to announce: “Time to visit Amazing Burma”.

   However, following US Senator Jim Webb’s visit in Rangoon on 15 August, The Irrawaddy published a news item, “Suu Kyi clarifies her sanctions policy”, that was based on an interview with Nyan Win, Suu Kyi’s lawyer of 18 August.  Nyan Win said he asked Suu Kyi about the recent reports in several British newspapers that she had agreed to an overturn of the international tourism boycott on Burma. “She replied that she had not discussed the issue with anyone recently,” said Nyan Win, who is also a spokesperson for Suu Kyi’s National League for Democracy (NLD) party. 

   In response to the Senator Webb’s assertion that, with regard to sanctions, Burma “needs interaction with the international community,” Nyan Win said: “Daw Suu told me that when she met with Senator Webb on Saturday she reiterated the need for the Burmese regime to first interact ‘inside the country.’ She said only when that happens ‘will Burma benefit from relations with the international community’.”   (
THE JOKE’S ON THE JUNTA

This article by was first published by Wai Moe in The Irrawaddy on 12 August 2009

A day after the verdict against pro-democracy leader Aung San Suu Kyi, the talk of the town in Burma is undoubtedly junta chief Snr-Gen Than Shwe’s theatrical “last-minute” intervention to reduce her sentence. According to sources in Rangoon, the teashop jokes and sarcasm erupted as soon as state-run media aired the “Breaking News” of Than Shwe’s statement at 1:30 p.m. on Tuesday [11 August]. The “statement of mercy” scene could hardly have been more farcical had Ed Wood been directing it. 

   Moments after the judges had vacated the courtroom after handing down a three-year sentence with hard labor to the Nobel Peace Prize laureate, the regime’s Home Minister Maj-Gen Maung Oo entered stage left and addressed the courtroom. Reading a prepared statement from Than Shwe, the minister for home affairs said that as Suu Kyi was the daughter of national independence hero, Aung San, the junta chief had decided “to exercise leniency upon her.”

   Than Shwe had, the assembled reporters and diplomats were told, decided to intervene and cut the sentence in half and to have it suspended to house arrest. The statement also noted that Than Shwe had acted so that “there be no obstruction in the path to democracy.”

   On hearing of Than Shwe’s supposedly magnanimous gesture on television or the radio, people around the country reportedly erupted with laughter. A foreign staffer with an NGO in Rangoon said that when the news was read out on TV in the restaurant where he was sitting, people smirked. “It was amazing that it actually came on TV and everyone got a chance to hear it first-hand,” he said. “Everybody laughed when the TV presenter said that Than Shwe himself had granted a reduction of her sentence.” 

   Speaking to The Irrawaddy, a Rangoon housewife said, “Than Shwe has obviously watched a lot of Chinese soap operas. Maybe he wants to be like the benevolent ‘people’s judge’ in Manchu dynasty episodes.”  On Wednesday, a teenage student in the city said, “We heard through the state media that ‘No one is above the law.’ But ‘baba gyi’ (a nickname, referring to the junta chief as ‘grandfather’) shows us that he is far above the law.” A journalist based in Rangoon shared the same story. She said that many people are joking that Than Shwe acted like the superhero in a drama coming in at the last minute to save the beautiful actress. 

   Another joke on the streets is that the local authorities were planning to drain all the water from Inya Lake to stop intruders swimming across. However, Than Shwe gave the idea the thumbs-down because his favourite grandson, Nay Shwe Thwe Aung, could not find another lake in Rangoon to drive his speedboat.  

   Burma’s most famous comedian, Zarganar, who is currently in prison, once famously said, “All of my jokes are ones that I learned from my audience.” And as if there weren’t enough material for gags and satire, when Burma’s state-run newspapers published the full text of Than Shwe’s intervention, the statement was dated August 10—one day before the verdict was announced.    (
CAMBODIA

TOURISM SECTOR BIG INVESTMENT WINNER

[Phnom Penh Post: 18.8.09] – ALTHOUGH recent statistics have shown a large decline in tourist arrivals, Cambodia’s tourism sector attracted the highest value of investment applications in the first half of the year, according to figures from the Council for the Development of Cambodia (CDC). The government's investment arm approved seven major tourism-related projects worth a combined US$354 million over the period, or a little more than a quarter of all projects approved by value.
   Meanwhile, the Phnom Penh Post reported that Siem Reap, the province where the world-famous Angkor Wat complex is located, continues to add hotel rooms, despite a 13% drop in tourist numbers in the first six months of the year.
   Ghov Seng Kak, acting president of the provincial tourism department, said 17 hotels are under construction. When completed they will add 2,700 rooms to capacity - an increase of around one-third - and employ 3,000 local staff, he said.

   Provincial Governor Sou Phirin said there are no obstacles to further development of Siem Reap's hotel sector, although he declined to state how much money is being spent on construction. He added current construction must continue and maintains that investors are confident the global economic problems will abate. "So I hope that more hotels will be constructed ..., " he said.

   Figures from the provincial tourism department show the province has 116 hotels with a total of more than 8,000 rooms. Siem Reap received 503,000 visitors in the first six months of the year, compared with 578,700 in the same period last year.   (

CAMBODIA ANGKOR AIR LAUNCHED

[Agence France Presse: 27.8.09; TTG-Asia: 7.-13.8.09] - AFTER several non-starters, Cambodia has itself a flag carrier. A 51:49% joint venture between the Cambodian government and Vietnam Airlines, Cambodia Angkor Air, took flight in July with a startup capital of US$100 million.
   Its first timetable, from 28 July to 24 October, features daily Phnom Penh-Siem Reap, Phnom Penh-Ho Chi Minh City and Siem Reap-Ho Chi Minh City services.
   Cambodia Tourism Working Group co-chairman and Cambodia Association of Travel Agents (CATA) steering committee chairman Ho Vandy said: “Since the collapse of Royal Air Cambodge, we had been pleading for the government to form a new flag carrier, and now our voices have been heard.”
   Royal Air Cambodge was liquidated in 2001. The government repeatedly tried to form a new national carrier with foreign investors. A proposed Khmer International Airlines, backed by South Korean investments, in late 2007 and a 51:49% joint venture with Indonesia’s Rajawali Group in early 2008 both floundered.

   It is hoped that Cambodia Angkor Air will link key Cambodian cities with major destinations in Laos, Thailand and Vietnam, and strengthen the country’s domestic network by linking Sihanoukville with Phnom Penh and Siem Reap. 

   Cambodia aims to lure three million tourists annually by 2010. More than 20 foreign airlines, including Japan Airlines and Qatar Airways, currently operate direct flights to Cambodia.   (
CRITIC OF ANGKOR WAT LIGHTING PROJECT GETS JAIL TERM

[Burma News International: 16.7.09] - THE Phnom Penh municipal court sentenced on 14 July 2009 the chairman of the Khmer Civilization Foundation to two years' imprisonment and fined him a total of US$3,750 for disinformation, online media sources reported.
   KI-Media said Moeung Son was charged on 26 May after he criticized in a press conference the on-going lighting project in Angkor Wat. He said that the company undertaking the project, Su Ching, is drilling the walls in the ancient temple in order to install the lights. He added that these lights, with the heat they emit, will damage the walls. The government agency in charge of the temple rebutted Moeung Son's claims. The latter continued to issue statements to the media, however, about his opposition to the project.
   Moeung Son's lawyer, Sar Sok Kong, asked the court to delay the proceedings, claiming that his client had yet to find sufficient proof and witnesses. The prosecutor, however, barred this, saying the court can continue. The four-hour hearing ended with the judge handing down the verdict.
   Disinformation is a criminal offense covered by Article 62 in the 1992 UNTAC (UN Transitional Authority in Cambodia) law. Following the verdict, Moeung Son left Cambodia to France.
   The Cambodian Center for Human Rights (CCHR) condemned the court decision. "That the head of an organization whose mandate is the promotion and protection of Khmer Culture cannot raise concerns in relation to the most emblematic symbol of Cambodian culture is more proof of the steady decline in freedom of expression in Cambodia in recent weeks," Ou Virak, CCHR president, said in a statement.
   The Cambodian League for the Promotion and Defense of Human Rights (LICADHO) also questioned the court proceedings. "Grave concerns raised as to the fairness of the proceedings against Moeung, the unwillingness of the Municipal Court to consider documents presented by the defense and the lack of evidence in support of the conviction raise serious concerns in relation to the independence of the judiciary and its role in the recent crackdown on freedom of expression" says Naly Pilorge, Director of LICADHO.   (
LAOS

MEGA-TOURISM PROJECT TO BRING PROFIT AND VICE

[Bangkok Post: 1.8.09; 25.7.09] – BUSINESSES are expecting a windfall from a potential boom in trade and tourism on the Lao side of the Mekong River where a US$2.85-billion project to develop a special economic zone with a focus on tourism is getting under way. Construction of some facilities and infrastructure is nearing completion and they are scheduled to open for business in September, with up to 10,000 Chinese tourists expected to flock to Laos each day.

   The Lao government has awarded a group of Chinese investors a concession to lease and develop a huge land plot into a major trade and tourism complex. The leasehold period is 99 years.

   Project manager Zhao Wei said the Lao government's state planning and investment committee has awarded the concession to Dok Gneo Kham Group Co to rent and develop the plot, which will be divided into 34 smaller development areas. About US$83 million have been spent on the first-phase of construction. The first phase involves reinforcing the banks of the Mekong River, constructing a 10-metre-wide road network around the project area, building a three-storey hotel with more than 120 rooms and a casino, plus a school, a hospital, commercial buildings, a 36-hole golf course and a zone to produce herbal medicines. A duty-free complex will be built on Laos' Don Sao island in the Mekong River.

   Tourists from mainland China can travel to the zone via the R3, a highway which links southern China to Houayxay town in Laos' Bokeo province, opposite Chiang Khong district in Chiang Rai. Tourists can also fly to Chiang Rai and cross the Mekong River into Laos from Chiang Saen.

   An additional US$2.8 billion will be spent on the next phase of the project, which is to be completed in 2017. The next phase will include a so-called eco- and cultural tourism zone, an agro-industrial and livestock complex, an export hub, an IT and computer complex, a banking and financial services complex, a sports complex, another two golf courses and a logistics centre.

   Zhao expects that the project will benefit Mekong neighbouring countries, including Thailand, if they work together to ease immigration procedures at border checkpoints in Chiang Rai. 

   Somkiat Chuentheerawong, president of the tourism council of Chiang Rai has proposed that a committee with representatives from Thailand, Laos and China be set up to promote regional tourism. He said Chinese tourists from Laos would provide the shot in the arm that Chiang Rai's flagging tourism sector badly needs. He also suggested Chiang Rai be made a SEZ to attract more tourists. 
   The sight of an imposing casino complex developed by a group of Chinese investors called King Romans Group (KRG) across the Mekong River in Laos is giving residents of Chiang Saen district in Chiang Rai reason to worry. They believe the gambling and entertainment complex will become a source of unchecked vice.  The project is located just opposite of Chiang Saen and a few minutes ride from the Burmese border. 

   "We are worried about our society, culture and way of life. The adjacent town will become a large-scale entertainment complex that will include a casino, a golf course, and horse and dog racing tracks. … What will become of Chiang Saen? What will happen here?" said Nikorn Laowanich, head of the Love Chiang Saen Club.

   Chiang Saen is the site of many ancient religious and historically important structures. The district boasts rich cultural traditions and some locals think it could be recognized as a World Heritage site. But with rapid commercial development under way, there are fears that it could lead to massive land speculation on the Thai side of the Mekong River. The complex will be a magnet drawing all kinds of modern developments and its geographical closeness is likely to make it difficult for the district to withstand the spill-over effects, some native Chiang Saen people say. They feel potential problems are looming on the horizon and the authorities should ramp up efforts to protect local heritage. 
   "It will be wrong for us to sit idly by knowing what will happen. Chinese people who have crossed to this side told Chiang Saen people a second Macau is being built. This is early enough warning for us," Nikorn said.

   Boontham Tipprasong, chairman of neighbouring Mae Sai district's Chamber of Commerce, said Chinese investors also plan to build a cable car to link Muang Huay Phueng and Chiang Saen. He deplored the idea and said it would be an eyesore. 

   The KRG’s mega-tourism project was unveiled a few years ago, when Thaksin Shinawatra was the Thai prime minister. At that time, the business-oriented Thaksin administration already earmarked nearby Chiang Khong district on the Thai side as a special economic zone, and influential politicians and investors scrambled to buy up land in the area for speculative gain. A source told the Bangkok Post that Thaksin was so eager to take part in the mega-tourism project on the Lao side that he asked a representative to approach the Chinese developers. But the project owners did not want Thaksin to have anything to do with their venture, fearing he would interfere with its management.   (
THAILAND

ISLANDS DECAYING UNDER MOUNTAINS OF GARBAGE

[Bangkok Post: 27.7.09; 13.8.09] - THE future of many resort islands in Thailand is being threatened by steaming piles of garbage. Koh Racha, the island south of Phuket that has become famous for its coral reefs and white sandy beaches, is just one example. 

   As garbage piles on Koh Racha grow bigger and refuse buried in landfill plots threatens the island's water supply, authorities fear the worst. Hotels and resorts on the islands enjoy brisk business - which is part of the cause of the problem - but the image of the island is being spoiled by the sight and smell of the piles of garbage being dumped. The island is virtually choking with garbage as landfill is the only disposal method. There is no boat designed specifically to carry the garbage to nearby Phuket where it could be destroyed. 

   Hotel operators and local authorities have been discussing the possibility of building a local garbage incinerator but the talks have made no headway. Phuket environment office spokesman Ong-art Chanacharnmongkol said garbage dumping must end if the island is to survive. He said garbage buried in landfill plots must be dug up and disposed of properly to prevent contamination of groundwater. The refuse problem was so serious hotels and resorts had been asked to establish an association to manage garbage disposal together.

    There was a push for the garbage to be transported to the Rawai municipality on Phuket for disposal. Rawai municipality chief Arun Solot said the municipality was willing to take the garbage but his agency did not have the boats to pick it up from Koh Racha. Arun also noted that occupants of land on Koh Racha, including many hotels and resorts, did not have land ownership papers. That added to the difficulty of enforcing the waste disposal law.

   Another popular tourist island confronted with serious garbage problems is Koh Chang in Trat province. Uncontrolled development of resorts and the mushrooming of weekend markets on the island are partly to blame for the overflowing garbage and the worsening wastewater situation. 

   Saran Jirangsri, head of Koh Chang municipality, said the resort island was facing many problems - from leftover building materials littering the roads to irresponsible parking and poor hygiene at weekend markets.

Tourists, business operators and local residents often park their cars in no-parking areas and along public roads, causing traffic congestion.

    To tackle the pollution problems before they do more harm to the island's tourism, the municipality has recently decided to pass an ordinance to strictly regulate the parking of vehicles, construction activities and to ensure all weekend markets meet cleanliness standards.

   Saran said the ordinance was expected to boost the island's tourism appeal, but he admitted that garbage disposal was a major obstacle to the island's development plans. The last garbage disposal firm hired by the municipality was not ready to risk an investment to increase its capacity due to the short-term contract. Therefore, a new contractor has been hired to collect and dispose of garbage on the island. But it, too, is reluctant to invest in more modern and costly disposal equipment, so the firm's contract may not be extended. 
   A campaign would be launched to urge business operators on Koh Chang to sort their rubbish, and local people would be encouraged to set up environmental conservation groups in their communities.   (
VIETNAM

CALLS TO REGULATE HAPHAZARD GOLF COURSE DEVELOPMENT 

[VietnamNet Bridge: 6.7.09; Thanh Nien News: 12.8.09] – THERE has been a boom in golf course development in Vietnam, particularly since 2005, when provinces were delegated the power to approve investment projects.  In recent weeks, some political leaders have decried uncontrolled development of golf courses as a distortion of social and economic policies.

    Deputy Nguyen Dang Vang, vice-chairman of the National Assembly’s Committee for Science, Technology and Environment, has been leading an investigation of the social and economic implications of Vietnam’s boom in golf course developments.  In an interview with the Tuoi Tre daily newspaper, Vang suggested a number of measures, including collecting tax arrears.

   The laws of supply and demand for products and services ought to result in just enough golf courses to serve golfers’ needs and make a profit, Vang said.  In Vietnam, however, “the market for golf in our country is absurd,” he added. “There are around 5000 golfers but there are 166 golf courses operating or under development.  The average number of golf courses in 192 other countries and territories, worldwide, is 14.”

   Vang said that most golf courses are not economically viable. Even the long-established Da Lat golf course, which has many tourists, lost money last year. “People flock to invest in golf courses,” he said. “Minister (of Planning and Investment) Vo Hong Phuc has said that this is a charade. We can see it if we look at the land area of golf courses. It is estimated that a golf course needs around 100 hectares of land but golf courses in Vietnam have an average area of over 300 hectares. Therefore, golf developers use two-thirds of the land for real estate business. In my opinion, golf courses must be considered real estate projects. It is very regrettable that a golf course which asks for 300 hectares of agricultural land is licenced“.

   Asked if golf course projects in agricultural areas should be revoked, Vang said: “It depends on local governments. Investors were licenced and they invested their money in these projects. If local governments revoke golf projects, they must compensate them. But I think that if there are more effective projects than golf courses, local government should compensate golf developers and revoke the land use permit in order to implement other projects”.

   Vang also expressed the opinion that the Ministry of Planning and Investment should consider a construction ban of houses and apartments on golf courses. „When the ministry stipulates that a golf course must be less than 110 hectares, investors cannot build villas for sale. We can also ban golf developers from selling real estate projects on golf courses“, he said. He added, “In my opinion, we should reconsider how these developments are taxed. Land for building golf courses is sold at 90,000 dong per square metre because it is agricultural land. If houses are built on that land, the price will be millions of dong per square metre. The government should collect arrears of taxes and land fees from golf courses that have houses for sale.“

   Meanwhile, the Ministry of Planning and Investment revealed plans to revoke permits for 50 golf course projects nationwide. Vang commented that this is a small number, but “it would be very difficult to withdraw licences of projects that have completed formalities”. He emphasized: “We can use taxation as an effective method to deter speculation. Golf courses are for rich people, account for vast areas of land, cause pollution and affect food security, so taxes should be appropriately high”.

    Hanoi authorities recently announced a plan to axe 10 golf course projects. The municipal People’s Committee said the 10 projects are located in populous areas in and around the city, where displaced households will find it difficult to get jobs, or they are located on politically, culturally, socially and spiritually sensitive sites.   ( 

 

CLIMATE CHANGE: MEKONG DELTA MAY BE INUNDATED BY RISING SEA

[Reuters-News: 20.8.08; Saigon Giai Phong Daily: 21.8.09; Thanh Nien News: 11.7.09) – ENVIRONMENTAL scientists have long listed Vietnam, with its lengthy coastline and vast swathes of low-lying ground, as one of the most vulnerable countries on Earth to climate change. A new study produced by the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment predicts that more than a third of the Mekong Delta in Vietnam will be submerged if sea levels rise by one metre. 

   The delta, which is home to 22% of the country’s population, produces half the nation’s rice output, 60% of seafood, 80% of fruit crops and accounts for 90% of total national rice exports. 

   A sea level increase of one metre would also inundate a quarter of Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam's biggest city and home to more than 6 million people. The inundation scenario was part of a report based on greenhouse gas and sulphur dioxide emission projections that the environment ministry recently forwarded to a deputy prime minister for approval as the basis for planning to reduce the effects of climate change.

   According to one scenario outlined in the report, sea levels would rise by 30 cm compared with the 1980-1999 period by the middle of this century and reach 75 cm by 2100. A 75 cm rise in sea levels would swamp 20% of the Mekong Delta and 10% of Ho Chi Minh City.
   An even more worrying report, jointly written by experts from the United Nations, CARE International, and the Earth Institute of Columbia University, estimates that more than 14 million residents in the Mekong Delta could lose their rice fields, if sea levels rising by two meters.

   The impact of flooding is already a major contributing factor to migration and displacement in the delta, according to the report, titled “In Search of Shelter: Mapping the Effects of Climate Change on Human Migration and Displacement”. The report says that actually locals in the Mekong Delta have few choices to sustain their rural livelihoods in the face of flooding. And together with mounting debt following disasters and higher consumer prices, they have to make the decision to migrate.

   Many of the delta residents have already undertaken seasonal migration to urban centers during the flooding season. The report predicts that in the future, one out of every 10 residents of the Mekong Delta may face displacement because of rising sea levels. Mekong Delta residents are used to living with flood cycles, but “within certain bounds.” Locals differentiate between ‘nice floods’ – those between half a meter and three meters deep and considered normal; and those that are between three and four meters deep that are called ‘ugly’. The latter type of floods that “challenge the resilience capacities of affected people and often have harrowing effects on livelihoods” have increased in magnitude and frequency in recent decades, the report says.

   There is also concern that efforts to reduce carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions have been “too little, too late,” causing global emissions to rise at much steeper rates while safe levels of atmospheric greenhouse gases may be far lower than previously thought. The report points out that an international agreement to reduce greenhouse gas emissions to safe levels by the end of this year is a must. A failure to this will “commit future generations to a much more dangerous world, in which climate change-related migration and displacement, on a truly massive scale, is unavoidable.”

   It notes that the Vietnamese government’s “living with floods” programme that is currently resettling people living in vulnerable zones along the river banks in the An Giang Province is commendable in its intent, but could have several adverse impacts. The programme targets the relocation of 20,000 landless and poor households to safer areas by 2020. The families will be allowed to take up a five year interest free loan to purchase a housing plot and basic house frame.

   However, the report says such kind of relocation may lead to “cultural degradation and the residents to lose their livelihoods as well as employment networks”. It anticipates that the scope and scale of people moving by mid-century due to impacts of climate change “could vastly exceed anything that has occurred before.”

   The report also warns that glaciers in the Himalayas are retreating and shrinking at alarming rates, and thus provide a one-time “dividend” of water release to downstream regions, affecting rural agriculture and urban areas located in river deltas. Once the glaciers disappear and no longer release water during the summer months, it is likely that hundreds more of water retention dams will be constructed on major rivers. The Mekong River including its tributaries alone is carrying 80 hydropower dams that retain silt, causing erosion, and weaken the river flow to the downstream areas. They will cause the displacement of even more people and have broader impacts on food security in this highly populous region, says the report. Yet governments along the river are trying to exploit its hydropower generating capacity over the coming decades (see also new frontiers 15[3] on the Save the Mekong international campaign).    ( 
