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THE REGION

PATA STRESSES NEED FOR ‘SUSTAINABLE TOURISM’
[PATA-Press Release: 21.10.09] – THE Pacific Asia Travel Association (PATA) has announced it is creating a series of online forums where the travel and tourism industry may exchange information related to Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and Best Practices in tourism enterprises. The first forum deals with “sustainable tourism”. 

    PATA has also developed a Guide to Sustainable Tourism in cooperation with the Deutsche Gesellschaft für Technische Zusammenarbeit (GTZ) and SNV Asia of the Netherlands. The guide features the work of 15 PATA members within the Asia-Pacific region, covering a variety of projects undertaken by hotels, dive sites and trekking operations. The case studies explore as to why concerned companies opted for a more responsible approach. According to PATA, the work undertaken shows that tangible benefits can be produced for tourists, the industry and the environment.  Launching the guide, PATA secretary and treasurer Anthony Wong expressed optimism that “CSR can be both realistic and make good business sense”. 

    The GTZ and SNV (Asia) identified the need to publish a best practice guide for hotels and operators in Asia Pacific in response to growing demand for information on issues of corporate governance, social and environmental sustainability, climate change, gender equality and empowerment. 

   The launch follows PATA's recent restatement of its commitment to “sustainable tourism” and CSR with the adoption of a Charter of Sustainability and Social Responsibility. PATA seeks to provide “leadership towards the achievement of environmental and economic sustainability, cultural preservation and social responsibility by the tourism and travel industry in Asia Pacific”. The Charter also pledges to “advance the role of tourism in poverty alleviation, social cohesion, cultural awareness and preservation of human dignity.”

    PATA is presently seeking support for the Charter from travel and tourism organizations – including national tourism organizations. The cooperation with the GTZ and SNV Asia is the first of what PATA expects will be a series of partnerships to ensure effective implementation of social responsibility programmes. (The Guide to Sustainable Tourism can be viewed at: http://www.pata.org/patasite/index.php?id=2448).  (  

On occasion of the UN Climate Change Conference in Copenhagen in December, tim-team has produced a Briefing Paper, entitled
Change Tourism, not Climate!

Time is running out for tourism leaders to clear the air

To access the paper, please see the ‘Articles’ section of the tourism page at Third World Network’s website: www.twnside.org.sg/tour.htm. For more information, you may contact tim-team at:  timteam02@yahoo.com
GO GREEN OR GO HOME!
[Travel Trade Gazette-Asia: 30.10.-5.11.09] - THIS wake-up call, issued at a recent seminar at IT&CMA*/CTW** Asia-Pacific 2009, came from a panelist who warned that growing militancy in environmental and people’s movements would force the global MICE sector to drop its wasteful ways.
   Lelei TuiSamoa LeLaulu said non-profit groups were proliferating worldwide. And they would be scrutinizing companies to see whether or not their activities were built on sound CSR and sustainability principles because the tourism industry was as much a force for good as it was for its large carbon footprint.
   “The industry has had since 1992 [the United Nations’ landmark environment conference in Rio de Janeiro] to get its act together and the feeling in the left is ‘let’s go and get them’.” Resentment from poor nations and communities bearing the brunt of climate change – from Pacific island nations threatened by flooding or Asian countries battered by fierce storms – was fuelling the militancy, he said. 
   He also warned the industry that securing CSR/green credentials would become increasingly difficult as accreditation groups such as Green Globe were “going to check you at the door” on issues such as the extent vendors source locally for materials.
    However, Robin Lokerman, Asia-Pacific president of MCI, one of the world’s largest event and conference organizers, maintained the industry was awakening to the challenge and now enquired about suppliers’ CSR and “green” credentials. He said, “companies were all looking to leave a legacy” in host destinations, such as working with non-profits.  (*IT&CMA=Incentive Travel & Conventions, Meetings Asia; **CTW=Corporate Travel World).  (
TUV RHEINLAND EXPANDS ‘ECO’-SERVICES TO ASIAN TOURISM INDUSTRY

[Reuters: 18.10.09] – THE Germany-based TUV Rheinland Group has announced that it has expanded its service portfolio for the hotel and hospitality industry. It said recent international incidents had changed the attitude and expectations of those who travel and therefore the way the tourism sector operates. 
   In light of this, the company has developed new services that focus on “ecotourism”, safety and security, service quality and the wellness and spa sector. After pilot projects in several countries including Singapore, Indonesia, Japan, Thailand and Taiwan, TUV Rheinland is confident that it has developed services that meet the expectations and needs of the growing tourism sector in the region.
   With more than 1,000 certifications for hotels and tourism operators in 21countries as of 2009, the TUV Rheinland offers a wide variety of services in the areas of tourism, health and recreational facilities, ranging from training and staff qualification to the checking of data security for electronic booking procedures, the certification of quality management systems for wellness resorts, health spas, hotels, tourist offices, cruise ships and fitness studios as well as technical checking for airlines, ski resorts and amusement parks. 

   At the forefront of these new services is the "Eco-Hotel Certification". Assessments have been conducted at some of Singapore's leading hotels. In the second stage, the company will conduct audits for hotels in Malaysia.
   "Each of our services can be conducted independently, but can also be integrated and combined, eliminating the duplication of work, saving time and money", said Marius Stepien, responsible for the development of the business in Asia. The audits are conducted by "mystery guests" as well as formal on-site assessments including back office document checks and employee interviews. The evaluation system is multidimensional with mandatory questions as well as supplementary bonus questions. 
   TUV Rheinland also presented the new service portfolio during the Asian International Tourism Fair (ITB) held in Singapore from 21-23 October  2009.   ( 

 

PROMOTING TOURISM INVESTMENT IN INDOCHINA 

[Voice of Vietnam (VOV): 1.10.09; etbmice.com: 8.10.09] - THE Vietnam-Laos-Cambodia International tourism investment conference opened in Ho Chi Minh City on September 30, providing information on tourism development policies and investment opportunities.

   On the theme of “three countries, one destination”, more than 100 delegates from all three countries held discussions with regional and international investors and talked about linking the three countries together into one tourist destination. Representatives from the three countries expressed confidence that international investors can find many business opportunities in the region. They also focused on how to improve human resource development, transport infrastructure, and access to tourism sites.

   A number of proposals were made regarding the development of a common legal framework to facilitate visa procedures for all three countries, the coordination of tourism promotion and advertising campaigns, the training of more staff and the development of more adequate and cheaper tourist products. 

   The conference was organized by the Vietnamese Ministry of Culture, Sports and Tourism, the Ministry of Planning and Investment, the Vietnam National Administration of Tourism, the HCM City People’s Committee, the HCM City Department of Culture, Sports and Tourism and the IIR Exhibition Company. It was sponsored by notable brands in the tourism real estate business in Indochina, which are involved in existing and upcoming tourism projects in the region, namely Anantara Resort & Spa, Asian Coast Development Ltd, Ho Tram Project Company Ltd, Minor International and Royal Caribbean International.   ( 
BURMA

AUSTRALIAN AIRLINE JETSTAR TARGETED BY BURMA CAMPAIGNERS

[Burma Campaign Australia: 28.9.09; Sydney Morning Herald: 28.9.09] – ON 28 September, Burma Campaign Australia (BCA) urged the airline Jetstar to scrap its flights to Burma and put an end to thousands of dollars in revenue going into the pockets of the country’s military dictatorship.  
   The call came as a new report was launched estimating that Australian companies are financing the oppressive regime. Besides Jetstar, the other enterprises targeted are the West Australian oil exploration venture Twinza Oil, Gecko's Adventure Tours, Lonely Planet, the women's fashion chain Millers, Andaman Teak Supplies, Sri Asia Tourism, and Chevron, a multinational company with substantial Australian interests. According to the report, Australian companies could be handing the Burmese dictatorship as much as US$ 2.8 billion in revenue. 

   The report also came as Burmese refugees and their supporters around the world marked the second year anniversary of the Saffron revolution, in which 31 were killed and another 6,000 imprisoned for taking to the streets in peaceful protest.  
   As the BCA report pointed out, Jetstar which operates four flights to Burma weekly is one of eight Australian owned companies whose business deals with Burma have helped fund the country’s military junta and its brutal rule. Burma has systematically violated 35 resolutions by the United Nations on human rights since the junta took power. As recently as 2007, people were killed for taking to the streets in peaceful protest against the regime. 

    BCA said the budget airline’s business deal with Burma’s military sent the wrong message to Australians and the business community. BCA spokesperson Zetty Brake said: “In the interests of Burma and its people we urge Jetstar and other Australian companies to pull out of Burma and put an end to the blood money that they are putting into the pockets of Burmese dictatorship.”  

    Bob Brown, the leader of the Australian Green Party also urged Jetstar to reassess its services to Burma, saying the airline should realize it is helping the military leaders who have ruled the southern Asian nation since 1962. "Jetstar should be seeing that it keeps its schedules in Australia and that it treats all its passengers well in Australia, including families, rather than serving a dictatorship like the Burmese military," he told reporters.   (
STORY FROM A GHOST TOWN

[Bangkok Post: 18.10.09] - THOUSANDS of civil servants had to move from Rangoon to Naypyidaw when General Than Shwe announced the transfer of the capital in 2005. At the time, Naypyidaw did not have even a grocery store or a market. Almost four years later, this soulless city still lacks the amenities that one would expect to find in a capital. And this is unlikely to change soon. 

   Isolation seems to be what the generals were looking for. They were said to feel unsafe in Rangoon - the unofficial reason for the move. In the junta's version of city planning, order is essential, and while most Asian cities bustle, here there is silence. The government maintains that about a million people are now living in Naypyidaw. But aside from building workers and government workers, who seem to rarely venture onto the wide roads, most of the city is deserted. 

   Many civil servants refused to bring their families, even if the ban was lifted by the junta last year. "There's nothing to do here for them," Min Thu, an employee of the Office of the Auditor-General, said. "I also doubt the quality of the dozen schools they've just built."

   The only facilities of this soulless capital are the ones the junta judged necessary - a huge zoo with a climate-controlled penguin house, a gem museum and four golf courses, the favourite sport of General Than Shwe, or "No1". Behind Naypyidaw city hall, a park with an artificial waterfall and children's playgrounds hosts a musical light show every day.
   Naypyidaw is the only place in Burma where electricity is available 24 hours a day, while in Rangoon blackouts last up to six hours. But there is no mobile phone coverage and no plans to introduce it; the generals are said to use walkie-talkies.

   There is hardly any public transport to navigate between the well-demarcated neighbourhoods, separated by kilometres of empty four- to six-lanes boulevards. On the roads, one can only spot a couple of motorbikes, horse carts and the occasional, screaming convoy of the junta's tinted-window vehicles. 

   There are shuttle buses running between residential areas and work places in the morning and evening. Given the distances, missing the bus is clearly not an option. The city also lacks shops and restaurants. Apart from Myowma market, next to the regional bus station, there are hardly any convenience stores. "You won't find a food stall at every corner like in Rangoon. If you want to eat something, you must go to the restaurant area. Don't wonder why this place is not attractive for investors," notes Aung Na, who has been "surviving" there for one year as a construction company employee.

   Most of the businesses, like the city's only private taxi company, are military-owned. The others were "highly encouraged" to open an office in Naypyidaw. "There is no potential market here - most of the inhabitants are government employees, with little income. For the capital's image, the junta forced hotel owners to settle there. "This is something you can not refuse," explains a businessman from Rangoon.

   In one of the nine luxurious establishments that form the "hotel zone", a well-dressed man in his forties introduced himself as a Ministry of Foreign Affairs' employee. Asked if he likes living here, he quickly replied with an embarrassed smile: "Well, my work is here," before backing the official explanation for the capital's move: "Rangoon was getting too crowded anyway. Here, we have plenty of space." Maybe too much space.

   The capital's labour force is still busy constructing the capital's future - an impressive parliament complex and a presidential house are emerging in anticipation of the 2010 general elections. The total cost of building Naypyidaw remains a mystery, although a local businessman points out that about US$2 million has been spent for each high-ranking official's house, and there are at least 50 of them. In one of the poorest countries in Asia, opposition groups say the money could have been better spent.

    Kneeling down on the burning marble floor, some workers are putting the final touch on a replica of Rangoon's famous Shwedagon pagoda, overlooking Naypyidaw. Yet there's not a single monk in the city. From there, one can catch sight of the area where the Burmese military leaders live, 11km away from the regular government employees. Visitors are barred from seeing this complex, which is said to consist of a network of tunnels and bunkers. "I cannot go there. I don't want to die," my taxi driver whispers, making the gesture to have his throat slit. Secure in a remote 100-room palace, Than Shwe seems to be protecting himself not only from the foreign invaders, but from his own people.( 

THAILAND

CHIANG MAI CITIZENS QUESTION NEW CITY PLAN

The following article is edited from a longer feature story by Vasana Chinvarakorn for the Bangkok Post [27.8.09]
RESIDENTS of Chiang Mai, the most important tourist city in northern Thailand, have been lobbying hard to persuade authorities to rethink a new development plan. [image: image1.png]
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Over the past few months, Paisal Surathammawit, the owner of a small guest house in the city, has joined a campaign to raise awareness of the potential impact of the plan. Upon learning that it might entail substantial expansion of 35 roads in the downtown area (and 65 altogether for the province), and thus the tearing down or drastic shrinkage of properties on both sides of the existing roads, a few of them built more than a century ago, Paisal decided to take action. He began to raise awareness among his peers and neighbours showing how much damage such a scheme might bring about were it to transpire as proposed by the Department of Public Works and Town and Country Planning, a unit under the Ministry of Interior.
   Paisal effectively explained how the expanded roads, originally projected to be as wide as 20, 30 or even 60 metres, could fundamentally wipe out the unique landscape of 713-year-old Chiang Mai, with its narrow, winding lanes flanked on both sides by old temples and historic sites, heritage buildings and mostly low-rise shop houses. The capital of the northern Region would, in short, become a city of big, wide roads, catering to cars and less to people.
"In recent years, there has been a rigorous push to turn Chiang Mai into a hub of the Mekong sub-region [despite the fact that the city is a few hundred kilometres away from the river], of aviation, IT and international conferences industries, you name it. There are plans to build more superhighways, hotels and high-rises, but with the disappearances of temples and historic sites, would people still want to come back here?"

   "Some could lose half of their houses were the road expansion plan to be realized," Paisal said. "How could the locals then carry on with their businesses? It isn't easy at all for these people to find a new location to live and work. And the compensation will likely take ages to materialize [if at all adequate].

   "We the folks of Chiang Mai do not see 'roads' as something bad in themselves, but we want to ask what exactly we want our city to become - an economic hub or a cultural and historic centre?

   "In recent years, there has been a rigorous push to turn Chiang Mai into a hub of the Mekong sub-region [despite the fact that the city is a few hundred kilometres away from the river], of aviation, IT and international conferences industries, you name it. There are plans to build more superhighways, hotels and high-rises, but with the disappearances of temples and historic sites, would people still want to come back here?"

   Duongchan Apavatjrut Charoenmuang, an urban planning expert, seems to be very pleased to witness how the locals of Chiang Mai - landowners, businesspeople who run gold shops and pharmacies, and others - have come out en masse to vehemently protest a draft of the five-year Chiang Mai Comprehensive City Plan.
   Duongchan said, the city of Chiang Mai has been on the receiving end of many mega-development schemes crafted by the technocrats, usually from Bangkok, in collaboration with outside investors. Very few locals have had an opportunity to partake in the decision-making process, or even to access information about what policies or projects are in store and how they may affect their lives.

   Past reckless development in Chiang Mai has resulted in a derelict state of traffic and unregulated construction in the historic city. “Had there been better planning, Chiang Mai would have long ago been selected as a World Heritage Site!” said Duongchan. 

   Eventually, long-time residents of Chiang Mai decided to take the task of determining the future of their hometown into their own hands. Debate over road expansion led to discussions on larger structural problems. They are now challenging the establishment's views and policies that try to endlessly spur the growth of Chiang Mai as a regional hub without regard for its "carrying" capacity. They ask why the country's second biggest city has been deprived of an integrated mass transit system, let alone an efficient one, and if the introduction of more and bigger roads will really solve the dismal traffic here. Last but not least, they want to know for whose benefit the top-down development programmes have been and if such programmes will bring about a sustainable city.   (
MOVES TO CLEAN UP KOH PHANGAN

[Bangkok Post: 12.9.09] - [image: image4.png]
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THE monthly all-night Full Moon party on Koh Phangan's Had Rin beach draws mostly foreign tourists, and, most disturbingly, the event is synonymous with illicit drug use. However, plans have been revealed aimed to rebuild the island's image as a drug-free haven for holiday makers, with drugs authorities, residents and tourism operators committed to the efforts.

   The Office of the Narcotics Control Board wants implement a joint operation with residents and tour businesses to prevent the use of illicit drugs at the beachside party. "The operation is the vehicle of our social order campaign to ensure partygoers stay away from drug abuse at the party," said the agency’s Division 8 chief Surasak Klam-in.

   The division has asked locals to tip off police about any suspected drug-related activities on Koh Phangan. According to official reports, police have set up checkpoints along the main roads and at piers on both Phangan and Samui islands. Partygoers will be checked at random for possession of drugs, such as cannabis, ecstasy and crystal methamphetamine, known as ya ice. Moreover, undercover officers will be on the lookout for criminal activity mingling with the crowds.

   Locals say the first Full Moon party was held 24 years ago. As the island's nightlife centre, the beach is today home to dozens of nightclubs, pubs and restaurants. Sound systems are erected along the beach to cater to the thousands of revellers who flock to the party every month.

   "No one knows exactly when illicit drugs were first brought to the party," says Nikom Somwong, chairman of the Samui-Phangan Community Strength project. He added as a community leader he was well aware of drug use at the parties. But he also recognized that the monthly event was a big cash-spinner for Phangan and Samui islands. Significant revenues are earned from food and drinks sold at the party.

   Jongdee Thongchan, chief of Takian village in tambon Angthong on Koh Samui, said some villagers also visit the Full Moon party and he was worried they would be exposed to drugs and heavy drinking.

However, partygoers who were interviewed by the Bangkok Post said it was perfectly possible to enjoy the world famous party without taking drugs.   (
TROUBLE IN PHUKET: A RESORT CEO SPEAKS OUT

[Phuket Wan: 12.10.09] - THE CEO of a Phuket group of resorts has called for more control over development and an end to corruption on the island. Javed Shaikh heads Horizon Hotels and Resorts, which has two establishments in Patong and a third in Karon. 

   ''Do we have to wait to talk about our island's problems only when they appear on the BBC or CNN?'' he asked during an interview with Phuketwan ''When will we wake up? Don't you think everybody knows what's going on in Patong? Everbody knows what's going on, every department knows what's going on, and who is doing what.''

   He commented on the jet-ski rip-offs that recently received international media attention, saying the issue had been there for a long time, and it was not just about jet-skis. ''Rent-a-cars, motorbikes, tuk-tuks . . . people have been complaining for many years about these things, about tailors harassing them on the streets.…People who are supposed to actually stop these things don't stop them. And when you complain, they get upset with you for complaining. I think we should address these things before people suffer.''
    Shaikh also expressed the opinion that the economy is still far from recovering. He said: ''I think the next high season is going to be the worst that I have seen. Giving 60% or 70% discounts is not good for the long term. People seem intent on quantity, not quality. We might end up becoming just like what happened to Pattaya. The economic cycle comes and goes. We should always think long-term. Just blindly reducing the prices doesn't make sense. What I am more worried about is the image of Phuket.''   ( 
The Coils of Custom

As tourism drops in northern Thailand, many Kayan (who are also called Padaung by the Burmese), abandon the tradition of putting bronze coils on the necks of their daughters, writes Aye Chan Myate. The following story is edited from of his longer article for The Irrawaddy [Sept. 2009]

THROUGH likened to “human zoos” whose residents are seemingly caged like exotic birds, the Kayan tourist villages of Mae Hong Son Province used to be relatively prosperous. U Ladu, the Kayan headman of Ban Nai Soi, said they can no longer count on tourists coming to see their “long neck” women, who are famous for the bronze coils wound around their necks, since the numbers of foreign visitors coming to the province has dropped sharply.

   “The tour companies have stopped contributing to the individual monthly incomes of 1,000 to 1,500 baht (US$30-45) received by our women,” said U Ladu. “They no longer provide food rations of beans, pulses and cans of fish.

“We’ve got enough rice for six or seven months, but we no longer get any regular income or food donations. We haven’t been provided for on a regularly basis for almost eight years. Sometimes supplies come, and sometimes they don’t. The worst is when we get sick—we can no longer afford medical care,” he said.

   A sub-tribe of Burma’s Karenni people, the Kayan were among almost 200,000 refugees that left Burma for Thailand by 2005, according to estimates by the United Nations High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR). Driven from their homes in the Demawsoe area between Loikaw and Kyaphogyi in Karenni State by economic distress and military oppression, they migrated to Thailand over a 20-year period.

   The 500 Kayan who settled in Thailand came as a windfall for Thai businessmen and provincial authorities, who placed them in three fenced-off villages—Ban Nai Soi, Ban Sua Thao and Huai Pu Keng—near Mae Hong Son in northwestern Thailand. The Kayan were not given official status, but they were free to leave the villages provided they did not go too far, though in practice this was discouraged. Foreign tourists wanting to see and photograph the Kayan women wearing their iconic bronze coils had to pay 250 baht (US$7.30) to enter the villages.

   During the boom years of Thailand’s tourism business was good. A 2008 report in The Irrawaddy said Ban Nai Soi, the largest Kayan village, attracted around 1,200 tourists annually.

   In 1998, a scandal broke out when a Thai businessman was charged with luring some Kayan to Thailand, promising to take them to their relations in Mae Hong Son Province, but allegedly forcing them to live as virtual prisoners in a camp in Thaton, a small tourist town in the north of Chiang Mai Province. The scandal died down when they were sent to join their relatives in Mae Hong Son, but the taint of “human zoos” tarnished Thailand’s reputation. 

   In 2008, the Thai government was accused of denying exit visas to 20 Kayan who were being offered opportunities for resettlement in Finland and New Zealand. Observers accused the Thais of keeping the Kayan because they did not want to lose tourist business. According to sources, Thai authorities are now saying the Kayan can qualify for resettlement provided they live in a UNHCR camp. A UNHCR source said that to get an exit permit the Kayan women must also remove their neck rings.

   With regional competition, political disturbances and the global economic crisis causing a dramatic decline in numbers of tourists entering Thailand—in the first four months of 2009 numbers fell by almost 20% from the same period in 2008. “Only 20 tourists came to the village in the last 10 days,” said U Ladu.

   He added, “Many of the villagers have been totally without income for the whole year,” adding that they had to eke out an existence by farming small plots. When the Kayan villagers asked for food from the Karenni refugee camp, they were refused because supplies were already insufficient and there was no additional budget, he said.

The children, however, can get an education. “Many of the village children go to the school in Karenni Refugee Camp-1, which is an hour’s walk from the village,” U Lay Maung said, “and more and more Kayan are no longer putting the coils on their daughters’ necks if they go to school.”

   U Ladu’s wife, Ma Hu Htee, said, “Originally, about 50 of us wore coils in this village, but now only 23 still wear them. The older ones can deal with the looks when we go out, but we don’t want our children to suffer when they go to school.

   In times of robust tourism, every tourist brochure for Mae Hong Son Province would have a picture of a Kayan woman wearing coils in it. “But many of the younger generation want to abandon the coils to get an education,” said U Lay Maung, saying that some of the young girls were adept at learning languages and could make money working as tourist guides.   (
VIETNAM

PRESSURE ON GOVERNMENT TO ALLOW CASINO EXPANSION

[Thanh Nien News: 23.10.09; VietnamNetBridge: 24.10.09] - TOURISM and real estate developers at a recent international conference in Ho Chi Minh City called on the government to license more casinos and allow Vietnamese people to gamble. They said the legalization of casinos would leverage the tourism and real estate development sectors and raise big money for the state budget. They also suggested allowing Vietnamese people to gamble at home would limit the amount of gambling they do overseas.

   Tang Phat Bao, general director of Do Son Casino Company in the northern port city of Hai Phong, said many wealthy Vietnamese were bringing their money to spend at casinos in other countries. Casinos will add more entertainment activities that could “change the face of Vietnam tourism,” Bao told the real estate conference. 

   Tran Long, president of the Hanoi-based Viet Hai Dang Company, said 95% of guests at casinos along the Cambodian border were Vietnamese.
   Nguyen Van Duc, deputy director of Dat Lanh Real Estate Company in HCMC, said it was unfair for casinos, which take money from the rich, to be restrained, while lottery tickets, which take money from the poor, are allowed to operate freely.

   Nguyen Chi Dung, former minister of Investment and Planning and head of Ninh Thuan Province, where many resorts have been planned lately, claimed existing casinos had contributed around VND2 trillion (US$112 million) to the government revenues and created jobs for many local residents. “Gambling has been considered a social evil in Vietnam, but casinos have drawn a large amount of foreign direct investment to the country,” he said.
   Meanwhile, more than ten investors are bidding for a 100-hectare casino project that is planned for pristine Phu Quoc Island. The project is part of the province’s plan to boost tourism facilities on the southern island off the coast of the Mekong Delta, Kien Giang Province People’s Committee chairman Bui Ngoc Suong Suong told the participants of the real estate conference in HCMC. With its 150 kilometers of coast, Phu Quoc aims to become a high class resort island with the capacity to accommodate three million annual tourists by 2020, according to a plan approved by the government last year.   (
A HARVEST OF GOLF COURSES FROM VIETNAM’S FARMLAND

The New York Times recently reported about the probably most capitalist enterprise in Socialist Vietnam — by the rich and for the rich: the proliferation of golf courses that is displacing thousands of farmers and devouring the rice fields the country depends on. The following is a shortened version of a report by Justin Mott [New York Times:19.10.09].

THE Dai Lai golf course drove thousands off their farmland. Until last year, according to experts who have done the calculations, licenses for new courses were being issued at an average of one a week, for a total of more than 140 projects around the country.

   Promoters created the idea of a “Ho Chi Minh Golf Trail,” a series of eight courses whose label is as good a sign as any of where Vietnam seems to be headed — its heroic wartime past redefined as a sales pitch. If all those projects were completed, the number of courses would approach that of golf-mad South Korea, where there are close to 200. It would still fall well short of China, which has more than 300, and would be nowhere near the number in the United States, which has about 16,000 courses, or even Florida, with 1,260.

   For a country that had only two courses at the end of the war in 1975 and that according to some estimates has only 5,000 golfers today, however, the increase in projects over the past four years has been explosive. But a backlash emerged within the news media and among academics and government officials over the social and environmental costs.

   In summer 2008, Prime Minister Nguyen Tan Dung ordered a halt to new construction pending a review, and last June, the government ordered the cancellation of 50 of the projects. But most of the others are well underway, to add to the country’s 13 established golf courses.

   “Developers and foreign investors are saying they want to make the country a tourist destination, and to do that you need to offer more amenities like golf,” said Kurt Greve, the American general manager of the Ocean Dunes Golf Club and the Dalat Palace Golf Club. Most of those tourists would come from elsewhere in Asia, especially South Korea and Japan, where golf courses are hugely overcrowded. “They’re all wanting to grow golf,” he said, referring to the developers and investors, “but the government is saying, ‘Whoa, whoa, whoa, wait a minute!’” 

   In its drive to industrialize, Vietnam has already lost large amounts of farmland to factories and other developments. According to the Agriculture Ministry, land devoted to rice, the national staple and a leading source of export revenue, shrank to 10.1 million acres from 11.1 million acres, just from 2000 to 2006.

   Many of the new projects seem to have to do more with capitalism than with sport. Taxes on golf courses are lower than those on other forms of development, and many of the projects appear to be disguised real estate ventures. Only 65% of the land involved in the current projects has been set aside for golf courses, Ton Gia Huyen, an official with the Vietnam Land Science Association, said at a conference on golf courses in May. The rest of the land is reserved for hotels, resorts, villas, ‘ecotourism’ areas, parks and recreational projects.

   When rich people play, it appears that farmers and villagers pay the price. Development of a single course can cost the land of hundreds of farms, displacing as many as 3,000 people, sometimes devouring an entire commune, Nguyen Duc Truyen, an official of the Vietnamese Academy of Social Sciences’ Institute of Sociology, said at the recent conference. Only a small number of them find jobs on the new golf courses.

   For example, the Dai Lai golf course in Vinh Phuc Province drove thousands of people from their land but provided jobs for only 30 local residents, according to a report in July on the Vietnam News Service. Farmers are typically compensated at a rate of US$2 to US$3 a square meter, the news service said, about the cost of a sack of rice.

   Along with land, golf courses also put a strain on water resources, said Le Anh Tuan from the Can Tho University Environmental Technology Center. In a widely quoted estimate, he said an 18-hole course could consume 177,000 cubic feet of water a day, enough for 20,000 households.   (
YUNNAN

NEW RAIL SERVICE CUTS TIME, COSTS

 [China Daily: 15.10.09] - THE newly opened Dali-Lijiang railway, spanning 162 km, connects two important tourist cities in this southwestern province. The railway will enable travellers to reach Lijiang from Dali in just 90 minutes. From the capital Kunming, the journey will take 10 hours, adding a third alternative to flights and buses. The railway winds through numerous mountains, with 98 km of its total length being bridges and tunnels.

   Listed as a UNESCO World Cultural Heritage site in 1997, Lijiang draws a constant stream of domestic and foreign tourists every year. An estimated 185,000 people have been shuttling between Lijiang and Dali on buses each year. The new train service is expected to reduce the cost of bus travel.

   Ma Jinzhong, director of the tourism bureau of Dali, is confident the railway will boost local tourism. But citizens are concerned about the preservation of the landscape and the quality of service with the increasing influx of tourists. Nie Tianyu, deputy director of the Lijiang tourism bureau, said he and his colleagues are well aware of the potential problems, and are preparing to strengthen tourism management.

   The Dali-Lijiang railway will be extended into the far northern head of Yunnan's Deqin county from Lijiang.   (
YELLOWSTONE IN CHINA?

The following is edited from an opinion piece by Charles Bedford [Mother Nature Net: 6.10.09]

CHINA has over 2,500 nature reserves, but had no national parks until a few years ago. So the US-based Nature Conservancy worked with the Yunnan provincial government and the Diqing county governor to create China’s first national park — Potatso (Pudacuo) National Park, a Rocky-Mountain-National-Park-sized swath of land in the northern part of the province where the government has invested heavily – more than US$100 million - in a classic US-style national park infrastructure — roads, tour buses, boardwalks, interpretive programs. 

   It was a bit of a head scratcher — the landscape looked like Yellowstone and so did the roads, lodges, tour buses, stops and signs. The Conservancy worked with them on the signage, design of infrastructure, land plan, etc.; they designated, designed, constructed, and implemented this new national park from what was basically lightly used high-country grazing land in a little over three years.

   The Diqing county governor — not the central government — was the driving force behind all of this. He set aside the land, he borrowed the money and oversaw the design of the project, he pushed the idea with the Yunnan provincial authorities, and he made the park happen. He did it so fast that two government ministries in Beijing are still arguing about to whom the park belongs (even though it is administered and managed by the Diqing county government, others want “credit”) and whether it can really be called a national park. Legend has it that the Diqing governor (akin to a county commissioner in the US) visited Yellowstone and said something like “this is the place” — then came back to Yunnan and made it happen.

    Recently, Chinese government officials — Yunnan parks and wildlife deputies and secretaries, government think tank directors, and governors’ advisors held discussions with the Nature Conservancy on how to advance the idea of national parks throughout China. The group was trying to figure out how to get the national government to embrace their concept of national parks to promote tourism, nature education, conservation and local economic development. It’s a bit like in the late 1990s in Colorado, when Alamosa County commissioners petitioned then-US Senators Ken Salazar and Wayne Allard to champion a new national park at the Great Sand Dunes.

   All this is an interesting illustration about how wrong most of our perceptions of China are. We tend to think this is a place with one authoritarian government where all rules flow from the center, Beijing. Nothing could be further from the truth. And in that mistake lies a lesson for conservation in China.   (
 

