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ith this last edition of new frontiers in 2009, we are completing the 15th Volume of our bi-monthly briefings on tourism, development and environment issues in the Mekong basin area. Since 1995, we have regularly presented tourism-related reports and case studies from tourism’s new frontiers in the region in our newsletter.  But with rapid globalization and spreading large-scale infrastructure and tourism projects, many of the former new frontiers have now developed into full-fledged over-commercialized tourism centers, despite civil society initiatives attempting to influence decision-makers to bring about more responsible and sustainable development policies and practices.

After 15 years of monitoring and highlighting Mekong tourism development, we believe it is time for a change. As we continue to keep an eye on the six countries of the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) – Burma, Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, Vietnam and Southern China -, we will in future also cover other member states of the Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN) – Brunei, Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines and Singapore.  Our new publication, called South East Asia Tourism Monitor (SEA-TM) aims to critically examine tourism policies and projects at the regional and national levels and to advance a perspective of people-centred strategies and proposals towards greater social justice, equity and environmental sustainability in Southeast Asian development.

Any suggestions and contributions from readers to make our new publication more informative and interesting is highly welcome. Please don’t hesitate to contact us to share your ideas and opinions.






















 




      - The Editor -
THE REGION

 ‘GREEN’ MEKONG REMAINS A DISTANT DREAM 

[Asia Sentinel: 8.12.09] - IN the first summit meeting between Japan and officials from the five countries that border the banks of the 4,800-km Mekong River, attendees pledged to urgently tackle the environmental issues related to development of the region. It is questionable, however, whether the meeting has produced anything more than lip service, despite the attention and funding from Japanese officials. 
   Tokyo pledged US$2.2 billion to the initiative, called ‘A Decade Toward the Green Mekong’, which will begin next year and aims to promote biodiversity and cooperation on water resource management. In the so-called Tokyo Declaration following the summit, the five countries and Japan pledged in a remarkably vague agreement to, among other things, “build a mutually beneficial relationship based on the spirit of yu-ai, or ‘fraternity,’ which is a way of thinking that respects one’s own freedom and individual dignity while also respecting the freedom and individual dignity of others.”
   To those communities whose livelihoods and survival have already been severely damaged by the construction of large dams and other unsustainable development schemes, such conference statements mean very little, especially with 11 more dams planned for the river’s mainstream. The continuing degradation of the river is vital to the concerns of as many as 70 million people from its origin in the Tibetan Plateau to the South China Sea. More than 100 ethnic groups have adapted to the rhythms of the river over the centuries.

   Before the summit, ‘Save the Mekong’, an NGO coalition formed to protect Mekong basin area, presented regional leaders attending the ASEAN forum with a petition opposing plans for additional dams to be built. Some 23,110 residents signed petition postcards protesting two dams planned in Cambodia, two in Thailand and seven in Laos (see also new frontiers 15[3]). But not one of the region’s leaders responded to the petition, nor did they respond to individual letters from the NGO coalition requesting further discussions. In some cases, country representatives did not even show up for the ASEAN People’s Forum, leaving it to flounder as civil society representatives walked out in protest.
   The sad reality is: the Mekong may become as dead a river as the Yangtze in China if dam construction goes ahead as planned. It will take systematic and sympathetic leadership, they say, to prevent such an ecological disaster from happening, but it seems increasingly unlikely that there is any political will to prevent it (see also below: Dams, development…).   (
DAMS, DEVELOPMENT THREATEN THE MEKONG

This article is edited from a longer feature story by Thomas Fuller [NewYork Times:17.12.09]

T

he Mekong has long held a mystique for outsiders, whether they be American G.I.’s in the Delta during the Vietnam War or ill-starred 19th-century French explorers who searched for the river’s source in Tibet. The earliest visitors realized the hard way that the river was untamed and treacherous, its waterfalls and rapids ensuring it would never become Southeast Asia’s Mississippi or Rhine. But today the river, which courses 3,032 miles through parts of China, Burma, Thailand, Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam before emptying into the South China Sea, is rapidly being transformed by economic development, the region’s thirst for electricity and the desire to use the river as a cargo thoroughfare.
   China has built three hydroelectric dams on the Mekong (known as the Lancang in Chinese) and is halfway through a fourth at Xiaowan, in Yunnan Province, which when completed will be the world’s tallest dam, according to the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). Laos is planning so many dams on the Mekong and its tributaries — seven of about 70 have been completed — that government officials have said their ambition is to turn the country into “the battery of Asia.” 
   Cambodia is planning two dams. At the same time, the dashed dreams of French colonizers to use the river as a southern gateway to China are being partly realized: After Chinese engineers dynamited a series of rapids and rocks in the early part of this decade, trade by riverboat between China and Thailand increased by close to 50%. The cargo passes through increasingly populated areas, erstwhile sleepy cities in Laos that are now teeming with tourists and defying the economic downturn with swinging construction cranes. 
   Environmentalists worry that the rush to develop the Mekong, particularly the dams, is not only changing the panorama of the river but could also destroy the livelihoods of people who have depended on it for centuries. One of the world’s most bountiful rivers is under threat, warns a series of reports by the United Nations, environmental groups and academics.

   The most controversial aspects of the dams are their effects on migrating fish and on the rice-growing Mekong Delta in Vietnam, where half of that country’s food is grown. The delta depends on mineral-rich silt, which the Chinese dams are partly blocking. Experts say the new dams will block even more sediment and the many types of fish that travel great distances to spawn, damaging what the Mekong River Commission (MRC) - an advisory body set up in 1995 by the governments of Cambodia, Laos, Thailand and Vietnam - estimates is a US$2 billion fishing industry.
   Of the hundreds of fish species in the river, 87% are migratory, according to a 2006 study. “The fish will have nowhere to go,” said Kaew Suanpad, a 78-year-old farmer and fisherman in the village of Nagrasang, Laos, which sits above the river’s great Khone Falls.

   Some analysts see the seeds of international conflict in the rush to dam the river. Civic groups in Thailand say they are frustrated that China does not seem to care how its dams affect the lives of people downstream. In August, the Vietnamese province of An Giang launched a campaign that opposes the construction of the dams in the lower part of the river, according to Carl Middleton, the head of the Mekong program at International Rivers, an organization campaigning against the Mekong dams.

   Neither China nor military-ruled Burma, the two northernmost countries through which the river passes, are members of the MRC, freeing them from the obligation to consult other countries on issues like building dams and sharing water. 

   There have been no major protests, and for many people in the region the dams are the symbol of progress. The development of the Mekong is also an affirmation of a new Asia that is no longer hidebound by ideological conflict.

   “With dams, there are always negatives and positives,” said Jeremy Bird, the MRC chief executive officer. But for Pornlert Prompanya, the owner of a company that organizes speedboat trips for tourists in his boyhood village of Sop Ruak, the negatives seem to outweigh the good.  His village has now grown into a town with five-star resorts and restaurants catering to tourists. 

   Pornlert said the river behaves unpredictably, it is more difficult to catch fish, and he is uneasy about swimming in the river because there is “too much trash and pollution.” 

   “The water level used to depend on the seasons,” he said. “Now it depends on how much water China wants and needs.”   (
MEKONG MEDIA FORUM HELD IN CHIANG MAI

[Mekong Media Forum: Dec. 2009; The Irrawaddy: 12.12.09] -THE growing power of new media and citizen journalism, the increased involvement of civil society organizations in the dissemination of information, and the often conflicting issues between perceived image and the actual ‘media product’ were just some of the issues tackled in the Mekong Media Forum (MMF) that was held in Chiang Mai from 9-12 December. The meeting was organized by the Inter Press Service (IPS) Asia-Pacific and the Philippines-based Probe Media Foundation, two Asia and Southern-based organizations that have been running the Imaging Our Mekong media fellowship programme for Mekong journalists reporting on trans-boundary issues.

   Journalists and interested groups gathered to take stock of the media environment in the region, to feature stories, photo essays and documentaries, from Mekong neighbouring countries, to discuss areas of development and the media as an actor in social change; and to identify future trends and challenges and forge linkages among concerned and interested groups and individuals.

   Aung Zaw, exiled Burmese editor of The Irrawaddy, a magazine that focuses on Burmese and Southeast Asian issues, pointed out that several countries in the Mekong subregion are still ruled by authoritarian governments that put limits on media and other freedoms. "The role of journalists is not about nurturing media organizations; it is about having the courage to tell the truth" and being committed to the pursuit democracy in an environment dominated by repressive regimes, said Aung Zaw.

   "If you look at the Mekong countries, these used to be hostile to each other, but borders have opened up and people travel a lot," while trade has been increasing, Aung Zaw continued to say, highlighting some of the major changes that have swept across the region in recent years. Although it has some of East Asia’s healthiest growth rates, the region faces a host of complex issues, including cross-border disputes and migration, poverty, environmental degradation, human trafficking and HIV/AIDS.

   Many of these social ills have been brought about by increased economic and sociocultural integration. "Intensified illegal activities such as smuggling, drug trafficking, prostitution, and gambling are concentrated along the economic corridors, threatening border communities," states a report by the Asian Development Bank.

   Aung Zaw stressed journalists have a "watchdog," not a "lapdog," role to perform. "We should be raising questions to our authorities" to make them "accountable and transparent." 

   He said that proponents of development projects often "don’t talk about building a democracy, press freedom, and how to develop seasoned journalists." Yet, the development process relies very much on how the media follow, report and monitor the most important issues for the countries they report on. "Our participation [as journalists] is very vital in the face of such development projects," said Aung Zaw.   (
BURMA

NEW BOOK: FORBIDDEN GLIMPSES OF SHAN STATE

[Shan Women’s Action Network (SWAN): 17.11.09] - DEBATE continues to rage about whether or not tourists should visit Burma and risk giving money and legitimacy to the Burmese military regime. By presenting a new publication entitled Forbidden Glimpses of Shan State, the Shan Women’s Action Network (SWAN) has fed into this debate by exposing atrocities such as sexual violence, torture and murder by the regime’s troops in areas of Shan State out of bounds for foreign visitors. The group urges people to oppose all forms of support for the regime while these abuses continue. 

   In a public statement of 22 November, SWAN pointed out that little attention has been given to more subtle forms of repression by the regime in Shan State, particularly related to culture. Given that experiencing local culture is a primary aim of tourists visiting Burma, SWAN stressed the importance of exposing how Shan State culture, religion and history have been distorted and erased, and gradually replaced by the regime’s own homogenized and artificially imposed “Myanmar culture.” 

    Most of the new book deals with aspects of culture which may be unknown to the average tourist. While SWAN has focused on Shan culture, all cultures in Shan State and other parts of Burma are affected by the Burmese military regime’s repression measures. 

   The publishers have also included photos of areas of great beauty in Shan State that are out of bounds to tourists, but which may soon be lost forever due to the regime’s controversial development plans, funded by Thai and Chinese investors. 

   Finally, SWAN provides information in the book about some of the prominent political prisoners from Central Burma languishing in remote Shan State prisons. They will never be physically seen by tourists, but their presence should be a constant reminder of the cruel reality of repression in Shan State and the rest of Burma today.
   The publication can be downloaded at: www.shanwomen.org/file/Forbidden-Glimpses-of-Shan-State-English.pdf.  ( 

FOREIGNERS BANNED AT NAGA NEW YEAR FESTIVAL  

[The Irrawaddty: 21.12.09] - FOREIGN tourists have been banned from attending the Naga New Year's festival this year by the Burmese military government, according to Rangoon-based tour companies. No reason was given for the ban. Travel agencies in Rangoon, which have provided tours to the festival for years, confirmed that tourists will not be allowed to attend the festival this year.
   The annual festival, taking place from January 11 to 17, is one of the best opportunities for foreign travellers to visit the remote Naga region, located near the Indian-Burmese border, and to experience one of Asia's last authentic  traditional culture events.

   The Naga are part of the Tibetan-Burman group and live throughout the northwestern region of Burma. After harvesting their crops, the Naga celebrate the New Year's festival to welcome the next season. The festival is a social event to exchange experiences from the previous year and to make plans for the coming year. Prayers are made for abundant crops, domestic animals and good weather.   (
SEX WORKERS ON THE RISE IN RANGOON  

[Democratic Voice of Burma (DVB): 17.12.09] - MORE women and young men are resorting to prostitution in order to scrape a living in Burma’s former capital of Rangoon, local residents and social workers have said. Despite strict laws banning prostitution in Burma, owners of brothels and massage parlours are bribing police and local authorities to turn a blind eye, a Rangoon-based civil servant revealed.

   The increase is likely to cause alarm among health workers following a recent United Nations report that found that 18% of female sex workers in Burma carry the HIV virus. The report did not mention statistics for male sex workers. 

   “Before you saw only girls; it was rare to see boys,” said a social worker at an organization tackling HIV/AIDS in Burma. “Their networks are also numerous; the majority of them tend to be on flyovers and in public toilets.”

   Many of the young sex workers come from nearby Irrawaddy, Mon, Karen and Bago divisions. Since cyclone Nargis hit the Irrawaddy delta in May 2008, leaving 2.4 million homeless, sex worker numbers in Rangoon have soared. Many leave home and end up in the industry after telling their parents they are pursuing work as housemaids or factory workers in Rangoon, said a civil servant, although many are thought to be lured by false promises of high-earning jobs. Money is then remitted back to families. 

   “As the commodity price is rising and they have no regular income, they have to do whatever job they can find,” said the social worker, adding that it is hard to survive on a factory worker’s salary. 
   “There have been arrests, but if they arrest one, two more emerge,” she said. “If one girl is arrested and imprisoned, her younger sisters follow her path to feed both their family at home and their [imprisoned] sister.”

    According to the United Nations AIDS (UNAIDS) programme, HIV/AIDS is leveling off overall in Burma, but remains high in marginalized groups such as sex workers and injecting drug users. The Burmese government has been heavily criticized for its low spending on healthcare - only around US$43 per person per year, according to the World Health Organization.

    “The government gives no medication, no registration, and seems to claim that there are no prostitutes here,” said the civil servant. “It will never do anything. The more die, the better it is; that’s the attitude.”
   An estimated 25,000 Burmese sex workers are earning a living in neighbouring Thailand, where the industry feeds off high tourist numbers. It is estimated that 60% of Burmese sex workers in Thailand are younger than 18 years.   (   
CAMBODIA

CAMBODIAN-THAI CONFLICT AFFECTS TOURISM

[Bangkok Post: 10.11.09; 15.11.09; 21.11.09] - [image: image1.png]
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CAMBODIA could lose 30 to 40 billion baht (US$910m to 1.2b) in tourism income as tensions between Cambodia and Thailand escalated again in November, according to the Association of Thai Travel Agents (ATTA). 

   Cambodian prime minister Hun Sen fuelled the conflict between the countries’ governments when he invited convicted former Thai PM Thaksin Shinawatra to Cambodia to take up his appointment as ‘economic adviser’ to the Cambodian leader. The Thai government asked to extradite the fugitive Thaksin, but the Cambodian Foreign Ministry refused the request without studying the process. Worse, Phnom Penh decided to expel the Thai Embassy’s first secretary without reason and arrested a Thai engineer working for the Cambodian air traffic control centre on spy charges. Cambodian police claimed the embassy’s first secretary had ordered the engineer to steal Thaksin’s flight schedule for him. As the Thai-Cambodian skirmish continued, the business community expressed fears that border checkpoints would be closed, and tourism and trade would decline. As experienced earlier during the Preah Vihear temple dispute that resulted in temporary border closures, Thai gamblers began to stay away from casinos in Poipet and Koh Kong, while tourist numbers dropped dramatically.
   “On the tourism front, Cambodia will face stronger negative impact from the dispute than Thailand,” said Apichart Sangka-aree, an adviser to ATTA. ''European tourists are now refraining from visiting Cambodia’s Angkor Wat and are instead visiting the Northeast of Thailand, which has a similar culture and tourist attractions.'' 

   Charoen Wang-ananont, chairman of the Thai Travel Agents Association (TTAA), said 95% of Thai tourists who had booked tour packages to Cambodia in advance have now cancelled or delayed their trip. “We found that 20% of them changed their destination to Laos and another 10% to Burma,” he said. The tourist attractions that coincidently gained benefits from the conflict included Luang Prabang, Vientiane, Savannakhet and Champasak.   (
RAIL TRAVEL MAY BOOST SOUTHEAST ASIAN TOURISM

[The Independent (UK): 17.12.09; Bangkok Post: 22.11.09] - RAIL travel into Cambodia from other Asian countries could be a possibility again by 2013 thanks to a new loan from the Asian Development Bank (ADB). However, the political conflict between Thailand and Cambodia threatens to derail the Asian rail link stretching from southern China to Singapore via Cambodia.
   Cambodia’s railway is currently in tatters but the extra funds will allow the rebuilding of track that historically linked Cambodia with Thailand, and the construction of a new maintenance facility outside Phnom Penh. In June, Cambodia announced that an Australian venture would be responsible for managing the railway system to attract more tourism and boost trade.

   "This upgraded rail network will position Cambodia as a true sub-regional transport hub," said Peter Broch, senior transport economist in ADB's Southeast Asia Department. 
   Cambodia has two rail lines and approximately 600km of track, almost all of which is neglected - derailments are common and until recently trains were fitted with a front carriage that acted as a minesweeper. Scheduled passenger services in Cambodia have been non-existent since the single service between Battambang and Phnom Penh reportedly ceased to function in early 2009, and backpacking guide Lonely Planet advises tourists to hitch on freight trains if rail travel is absolutely necessary.

   The new US$42-million loan from the ADB will provide nearly 60% of the funding for a US$141-million project that aims to make the Cambodian rail system operational by 2013.
   However, for the Asian rail link, a 6-km section of track needed to connect Aranyaprathet in Thailand to Poipet in Cambodia is presently at risk due to the diplomatic impasse between the two countries (see above: Cambodian-Thai conflict…). This small section is crucial to the functioning of the 5,300 km Singapore-Kunming rail system. “If we cannot construct this 6km section, we will not be able to run the railway regionally as wished…”, said a senior management source at the State Railway of Thailand.

   The China Railway Group is presently conducting a feasibility study to build a new line linking the Cambodian capital with Vietnam on its eastern flank. But the railway line is “not viable from Ho Chi Minh City to Phnom Penh without the connection to Thailand,” said Paul Power, an engineering adviser on the project.   (    
NEW BOOKLET TO PROMOTE RESPONSIBLE TOURISM
[Phnom Penh Post: 23.12.09] - THE new edition of the Stay Another Day guidebook is meant to help foreign tourists who wish to travel responsibly and consider where they spend their time and money. 

   As Minister of Tourism Thong Khon points out in his welcoming message to the booklet, the activities on offer were chosen for their responsible tourism practices as well as the participating organizations’ work in the areas of education, culture, community and environment. Cambodia is an emerging nation striving to rebuild itself after a difficult political past, he said. “By extending your stay and travelling to other regions of the country …you will also be helping the local economy by generating jobs and income for our people,” Thong Khon said.

   Two editions of the Stay Another Day booklet were jointly published in 2007 and 2008 by the International Financial Corporation (IFC) and the German Technical Cooperation (GTZ). Building on the IFC’s and GTZ’s publication, the Cambodian Ministry of Tourism, the Economics Today Magazine (ETM) and GTZ have cooperated to put together the 2009-2010 edition to promote “sustainable” or “ecotourism”. 
   GTZ private sector promotion chief technical adviser Peter Bolster said destinations for ecotourism in Cambodia were attracting greater numbers of tourists every year. “Stay Another Day gives guidance to all those who want to learn more about the country – those who want to see how traditional cultural values are conserved and developed today,” he  said.
   Stay Another Day publication director Kim Natacha, who is also the ETM editor-in-chief, said: “Tourists longing for authentic and eye-opening vacations can now be satisfied with the wonders Cambodia has to offer.” 
   Some 60,000 free copies of the booklet have been distributed to major tourist hubs in Cambodia as well as trade fairs and events abroad. It is available online at www.stayanotherdaycambodia.com.   (
THAILAND

TOURISM INDUSTRY STRUGGLING THROUGH ROUGH PATCH

[Bangkok Post Economic Review: Dec. 2009; Bangkok Post: 11.12.09] – AS the Bangkok Post’s Year-End Economic Review reports, “Thailand’s tourism industry was in a deep rut throughout 2009, haunted by the global economic crisis, local political instability and the outbreak of H1N1 influenza [swine flu]. It is the worst crisis for the industry in two decades, besting even the 1997 financial crisis.”

   Following the political turmoil that led to airport closures in 2008, international tourist arrivals have been shrinking in 2009 to 13.5 million, down 7.4% from 14.5 million in the previous year. 

   Unrest and the cancellation of the ASEAN Summit in Pattaya in April tarnished Thailand’s image, said Sasithara Pichaichannarong, the permanent secretary to the Tourism and Sports Ministry. Footage of violent street protests were broadcast on international news channels and discouraged travellers, particularly from China, Korea, Taiwan and Japan. According to Suapol Sritrakul, tourists are still concerned about the possibility of airport closures because Thai politics remains unstable.

   Channin Donavanik, CEO of Dusit International Hotels, said 2009 was the worst year in his three decades in the hospitality business. The miserable business environment has forced the hotel industry into a price war, and pricing strategy could become a serious long-term problem, if tourism does not rebound in the near future. Hotel operators are desparate for cash flow for their operations and to pay debt, leading to a price war.

   According to the UN World Tourism Barometer, the occupancy rate of hotels in Bangkok and Phuket from January to August 2009 suffered the heaviest decline in the region. In Bangkok, the rate dropped by as much as 20.7 points to 51% and Phuket decreased by 15 points to 53.4%.

   Nevertheless, the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) has expressed optimism. It has high hopes that tourist arrivals from China will recover next year after falling by 28% this year to just 700,000.  Sansern Ngaorangsri, the TAT's director for East Asia, said the agency set a target of one million Chinese visitors in 2010. China has been one of the fastest growing markets for visitors to Thailand over the last four years.

   In 2006, China was the fourth-largest market after Malaysia, Japan and South Korea, and visitors passed one million for the first time, touching 1.03 million. In 2008, arrivals from China decreased by 4.29% to 960,095. Wary Chinese tourists, who were earlier expected to flood to Thailand this year, changed to safer destinations after political fighting started in April.

    However, China has massive potential, given its 40 million outbound tourists every year, 5-6 million of them visiting ASEAN countries. Sansern believes that Thailand should capitalize on greater economic co-operation under the ASEAN-China framework to facilitate border tourism, particularly through the R3 highway linking Bangkok to Kunming in southern China and the R9 highway linking Thailand's Mukdahan province, Laos, Vietnam and southern China.   (
BUSINESSES URGED TO GO “GREEN”

[The Nation: 12.11.09; Bangkok Post: 28.12.09] – THE Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) and the United Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) have urged tourism operators they must enhance their products and services to meet international environment standards in order to woo the “green traveler”. 

"Many foreign tourists and companies are concerned about green tourism, and they are searching for green hotels and tour operators. Many governments in Europe have announced their intention to usher in a green age, which would help green operators to get more customers," said TAT adviser Aggaphol Bricksawana. 

   In Thailand, the Thai Hotels Association has been handing out so-called Green Leaf Awards to its members nationwide annually, while the TAT is giving Thailand Tourism Awards once every two years. 
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The Thailand-based hotel group Dusit International recently announced it would bring all of its properties into the Green Globe environmental improvement programme by 2010. Eleven Dusit hotels and resorts in Thailand, Manila and Dubai have already joined the programme and the remaining 11 would join next year, said Octavio Gamarra, the company's senior vice-president.

   With the impact from climate change, the tourism industry is particularly sensitive to public concern about environmental and social issues, he said. "Expectations and choices of travel destinations and experience have also evolved. Consumers have altered their behaviour by choosing or partnering with hotels that share the same environmental values and reducing their carbon footprints," he added.

   To ensure that the company implements a green policy in all possible areas, Dusit International recently advanced a commitment to protect the environment by benchmarking with the Green Globe standard overseen by EC3 Global, an internationally recognized environment advisory group. 

   In making a commitment to Green Globe and with regulations set by the organization, corporations are expected to achieve lower greenhouse emissions, higher energy efficiency, better management of freshwater resources, eco-system conservation, and waste water and solid waste management.

  Green Globe sets specific standards designed for organisations in the travel and tourism industry, with four levels of certification: Bronze, Silver, Gold and Platinum. However, tourism enterprises have to pay a hefty amount of money to join the Green Globe programme, which makes it difficult for small and financially weak businesses to participate.   ( 

WARLORDS SWAP GUNS, DRUGS FOR TOURISM

The following story is edited from a review by William Mellor [Bloomberg: 17.12.09]

T

he jungle-swathed ridges of Southeast Asia’s Golden Triangle divide two worlds. On one side, in Thailand, well-heeled tourists savor the luxuries of Anantara and Four Seasons resorts. On the other, in Burma, mule caravans laden with opium, gemstones and jade still ply hidden mountain trails. Much remains concealed from even the most adventurous traveller in this opium-growing region where the borders of Burma, Thailand and Laos converge.
   Yet one secret it has given up is that of the so-called Lost Army, Chinese soldiers abandoned in 1949 by their leader Chiang Kai-Chek who fled to Taiwan after being defeated by his Communist nemesis Mao Zedong on mainland China. 

Trapped in the southwestern Yunnan province, the troops of Chiang’s 93rd Division staged a fighting retreat into the adjoining Golden Triangle, from where they launched futile attempts to re-invade their Chinese homeland. Finally, the survivors struck a deal with the Thais: They were allowed to set up an autonomous mini-state in return for defending Thailand’s northern borders from local communist insurgents. 

   The site they chose was a mountain top called Mae Salong, 15 kms from the Burmese border, where the slopes were carpeted with red-and-white opium poppies. General Lei Yutian, the last surviving commander of the Lost Army, reflects on the Golden Triangle’s transformation from drug fiefdom to tourist destination. 

   “First we came with guns,” said Lei, 93, as he sipped tea in a manicured flower garden that was once the parade ground where he drilled a 20,000-strong private army. “Then we became farmers. Now we use calculators.” 

   Those calculators have been busy of late counting the benefits of tourism as resort operators like Anantara build hotels to accommodate wealthy tourists venturing deeper into the mountains of the triangle, a once-lawless frontier in the borderland. Nearby, the Four Seasons hotel chain has created a five-star jungle encampment.  Both resorts offer guests the chance to commune with a herd of elephants and train to become a mahout. Nearby, a Hall of Opium tells the colourful and violent story of the Golden Triangle’s drug trade. 

   “The attraction here is partly nature,” said Bodo Klingenberg, the Anantara’s German-born general manager as we dined al fresco beside a riverside rice paddy, watched by a white water buffalo and her doe-eyed calf. “But it’s also the mystique of the Golden Triangle.” 

   The Lost Army’s then leader, General Duan Shiwen, became a drug warlord, according to Alfred W. McCoy’s 1972 book “The Politics of Heroin in Southeast Asia,” and recreated a piece of pre-revolutionary China inside Thailand - temples and houses with distinctive curved Chinese roofs, restaurants serving fine Yunnanese cuisine and a population that, despite intermarrying with local hill tribes and Thais, continued to speak Mandarin Chinese and various Yunnan dialects. 
   Duan died in 1980. His successor, General Lei, denies any subsequent involvement in the drug trade, but kept up the Lost Army’s war against communist insurgents. As a reward, the Thais granted Lei and his men citizenship. Mae Salong was renamed Santikhiri, meaning Hill of Peace, although most still use the original name. The government built an all-weather road linking it with Chiang Rai, capital of Thailand’s northernmost province. The Lost Army had come in from the cold. 

   Under Lei, the old soldiers and their descendants have taken up licit business activities. Chamroen Cheewinchalermchot, 52, son of a colonel, has embraced both tourism and tea-growing. He runs Mae Salong Villa, a hostelry with rooms overlooking plantations producing high-grade oolong tea. 

   The triangle has long been on the itinerary of backpackers and trekkers. Now, travellers demanding luxury and accessibility as well as adventure are discovering they can find all these things by taking a one-hour flight from Bangkok to Chiang Rai.   ( 

YUNNAN/ CHINA
CLIMATE CHANGE ALERT - GLACIERS RECEDING RAPIDLY

The following story is edited from a longer report by Barbara Demick [LAT: 15.12.09]

I

f you want to see a glacier melt with your bare eyes, try Yulong Snow Mountain, an 18,000-foot peak in southern China's Yunnan province. On this early December morning, the mountain is etched against the technicolor sky in shades of gray - definitely more gray than white. Naked boulders of limestone and daubs of shrubbery protrude from the shallow snow cover.
   At a scenic overlook on the way up, tourists leave their woolly hats in the tour bus when they hop out to take photographs. Even with its bald spots, the mountain is a picture postcard. But scientists worry about the way it is changing.
   "Look here," said Du Jiankuo, a 25-year-old Chinese scientist, raising his telephoto lens to a gray patch. "You can see where we lost another big chunk of ice."
   In the study of climate change, glaciers are sometimes likened to the canaries in the coal mine, and to many observers the condition of Yulong ("Jade Dragon") Mountain is troubling. He Yuanqing, one of China's leading glacier experts, found that the mountain's largest glacier, known as Baishui No. 1, has retreated about 275 yards since 1982.
   "At this rate, the glacier could disappear entirely over the next few decades," said He, who heads a team of scientists who have been studying Yulong Mountain since 1999 for the Cold and Arid Regions Environmental and Engineering Research Institute, a government-run think tank.
   Anywhere from five to 20 scientists work here at any given time - planting sticks in the drifts to measure snow accumulation and taking time-lapse photographs of the retreating snows and the advancing tree line up the mountain.
   Yulong Snow Mountain has the southernmost glaciers on the Eurasian continent. Its location at the edge of the Tibetan plateau is also critical. By some calculations, the plateau contains the largest repository of ice outside the Arctic and Antarctic - so much so that it is sometimes nicknamed the "third pole." It is also the origin of many of Asia's great rivers - among them the Yangtze, the Mekong and Ganges - supplying water to more than one billion people.
   "People are dependent on these glaciers for water and it would have a huge impact on their lives if they disappeared," said He.
   The Tibetan plateau is also extremely vulnerable to global warming. The China Meteorological Administration calculates that temperatures on the plateau have risen an average of 0.58 degrees Fahrenheit per decade, more than four times the average warming rate in China as a whole. "A plateau is almost like a frying pan in the sky. It has to do with the way the land interacts with the atmosphere. Everywhere in the world, the mountains are heating up faster than the lowlands," said Barry Baker, a climate change expert with the Nature Conservancy, who is also studying the glaciers in Yunnan province.
   When glaciers disappear, they don't necessarily go quietly. The ice becomes unstable; gentle slopes of snow erode into steep ridges that can collapse at unpredictable times. Yulong has had two such avalanches recently - one in 2004 and another over the summer. "There are so many cracks in the ice that it could become dangerous soon for us to continue our work on the mountain," said scientist Du, who is part of the team working at Yulong.
   In the near term, the effects of the warming temperatures are a mixed blessing. In a nearby village, called Baisha, cafe tables are set out on the sidewalk to allow tourists to bask in the sunshine. Tiny plots of cabbages are kept well irrigated by the water spilling down from the mountain.
   For the residents, most of them members of the Naxi ethnic minority, there is much confusion about the changes in the climate. "Electricity, tourists, global warming, we don't know why, but it is getting warmer and we don't have the snow that we used to," said He Shengxian, her feet sinking into the mud as she carried a bale of hay alongside a swollen stream.
   A farmer, Huang Xiaoquan, said he is certain that the disappearance of the ice is "nature's punishment" against modern life. "But there's nothing we can do about it, so why worry?" he added.
   More than one million tourists, most of them Chinese, visit Yulong every year. Situated just outside the quaint tourist town of Lijiang and equipped with a cable car, Yulong has some of the most accessible glaciers in China. In the park leading to the mountain, administrators have put up signs aimed at educating the public about global warming. The scientific team studying the glacier also intends to build a research station near the mountain and to open an exhibit to help tourists understand why they should worry about melting glaciers.   (
