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THE REGION

“HERITAGE NECKLACE” PLAN ATTRACTS CRITICISM

[The Nation: 5.9.05; Xinhua News: 5.9.05] - A MAJOR tourism development that links five of the Mekong region’s most magnificent cultural sites has taken a step forward. The “Heritage Necklace in Asia” project would link UNESCO-listed World Heritage sites with the aim of drawing in more foreign visitors. A special tour package would take tourists from Hue in the east to Pagan in the west via Cambodia, Laos and Thailand. 
   In a discussion organized by the Thai government, public and private sector representatives of the five countries mulled the tourism plan as part of the “The Irrawaddy-Chao Phya- Mekong Economic Cooperation Strategy”, which was initiated by Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra in April 2003. While Thailand, Laos, Cambodia, Burma and Vietnam are eager to create new networks aimed at boosting their tourist industries, serious doubts have been raised about whether business ambition and cultural preservation can be harmonized.

   The heritage sites under the new scheme have already been promoted as “Mekong Jewels” for tourism purposes. They include Thailand’s historic town of Sukhothai, which was the first kingdom of Siam from the 13th to 14th centuries.

   Angkor archaeological sites in Cambodia – the magnificent remains of different capitals of the Khmer Empire from the 9th to 15th centuries – are also on the list.

   Vietnam is represented by Hue, the nation’s capital from 1802 until 1945 and the political, cultural and religious centre of the Nguyen dynasty.

   Luang Prabang, the capital of the kingdom of Lan Xang from 1354 until 1560, will be Laos’ contribution to the network.

   Pagan, the capital of the first Burmese kingdom on the eastern bank of the Irrawaddy, is not on the UNESCO World Heritage List, but will be included in part due to the Burmese reverence for the city. The ancient city contains more than 2,000 pagodas and temples from the 11th to 13th centuries (see more on Pagan in the Burma section).

   Most of the discussions focused on the development of transport links, infrastructure, facilities and joint marketing strategies designed to attract tourists, particularly wealthy Westerners. By linking the heritage sites in the region, tourism promoters hope to encourage new air transit routes to attract tourists under the slogan “Five Cities, One Destination”.

   But several participants warned they should think of tourism in terms of limiting negative impacts to the historic sites as well. Vietnamese delegates expressed the concern that a lack of awareness regarding culturally significant sites was among threats to Hue that have been identified. “Many of the traditional crafts, skills and handicraft villages are disappearing,” a Vietnamese representative said.

   Linking cultural heritage tourism and business interests may not work in the long run, warned Rujaya Abhakorn, a history lecturer with Chiang Mai University’s Faculty of Humanities. “The challenge is how to make people appreciate these treasures without damaging them,” Rujaya said. The project should rather focus on creating relationships between people in the different areas and a shared learning process about how to take care of and preserve the heritage sites. The participation of local people should be another point of consideration, Rujaya added. Notably, no representatives of the local communities attended the workshop.

   Rujaya further emphasized the project should not only promote the tourism industry, but also understanding and study programmes about different cultures in the region. His worry was that potential investors in the “Heritage Necklace in Asia” would show little concern for cultural values and the preservation of the historic cities. He gave the example of a luxury hotel in Chiang Mai that offers guests Lanna-style replicas of religious items found across northern Thailand, southern China, Laos and Burma, which many locals consider inappropriate. 
   “A cultural tour should bring [tourists] to see the real things, not another Disneyland,” Rujaya said, adding that cultural knowledge depended on distinguishing between authentic treasures and copied constructs.

   After the meeting, Rik Ponne, project coordinator of the Office of UNESCO Regional Advisor for Culture for Asia and the Pacific, commented in an interview, "We understand all the sites in the region are trying their best to preserve culture while developing tourism, but more capability has to be built."   (
BURMA
NOT JUST A PLACE IN THE SUN
This is a shortened version of an essay by Jamie Gruffydd-Jones, posted at Oxford Student Online [5.10.2005]
Travelling on a slow overnight train up through the fields into the north of Thailand, a tall, rubbish heap of a man with straggled hair tied scruffily into plaits, NHS glasses, shorts that looked as if they were once white, but were now khaki and inappropriately large boots sat down opposite. He offered me a word of travel advice. “Don’t go to Burma. Every penny you spend there is killing people. The roads that you travel on are built with the dead bodies of the Karen people.”
   Another told me of how he had seen a Karenni Buddhist beaten by soldiers, tied up and stabbed with a bayonet. If I had been at all skeptical of the horror stories told to me by travellers on the northern Thai railway, these words of Benedict Rogers, author of A Land Without Evil: Stopping the genocide of Burma’s Karen people, put any doubt from my mind. 
   “Since 1996, over 2,500 villages in eastern Burma alone have been destroyed by the Burma Army; over a million people have been internally displaced. This is the country with the highest number of forcibly conscripted child soldiers in the world - over 70,000, making up at least 20% of the army. Over 1,300 political prisoners remain in jail. We also have the widespread, systematic use of rape as a weapon of war by the Burma Army that has been documented in many reports by organizations such as Christian Solidarity Worldwide.”
   Rogers told me of the sickening stories he has himself heard, that are so desolate perhaps because they are not extraordinary in this country. “I have travelled to Burma’s border areas eight times, and have interviewed former child soldiers who have escaped, women who have been raped, boys who have been used for forced labour and men who have been used as human minesweepers and lost their limbs in the process. I have visited villages which have been burned down, and met people who are on the run, in fear for their lives, having lost their loved ones.” 
   “There is the 15 year-old Shan boy, who told me that he had witnessed the Burma Army shoot his parents dead, destroy his village and kill most of the villagers. He was then taken as a porter and forced to walk long distances with very heavy loads for three days, without food or water. When he collapsed from exhaustion, the soldiers beat him unconscious.” 
   Rogers was uncompromising in his assessment of the Burma Army’s eventual aim. On 18th August 2005, he was heard on BosNewsLife to say, “These acts appear to be a deliberate effort to eliminate, at least in part, ethnic groups through starvation, cultural and biological dilution, and physical destruction.

   Manner, a 37-year old Burmese man, echoes this sentiment: “We everyday live in fear, they even burned down the hospital,” he says, referring to a recent attack by Burma’s governing State Peace and Development Council (SPDC) troops on his village. 
   His view is shared by Guy Horton, a British human rights researcher, who said on The Democratic Voice of Burma: “The violations inflicted on the Burmese people in general are undoubtedly crimes against humanity. But the destruction of the homes, medicines and food of hundreds of thousands of ethnic people may amount to an attempt to commit genocide.” 
   This is the “Golden Land”, the “Land without Evil”. It is the world’s largest exporter of teak, with vast supplies of jade, pearls, rubies, sapphires, oil, gas; a country that by all logic should be flourishing. Yet for a country with so much, Burma is starving, not only for food but for freedom and basic human rights.

   Burma is the third worst violator of human rights, ahead of Zimbabwe and North Korea. The Burmese ambassador to the outside world, Nobel Peace prize winner Aung San Suu Kyi, has been stifled under house arrest since 1990.  

   Martin Morland, British Ambassador to Burma from 1986 to 1990, said, the “shutters have come down.” Burma was once reputed for having one of the least restrictive presses in the world. But things have changed beyond recognition. Recent laws have been enforced enabling the authorities to order a newspaper to publish any article they care to provide. However, the government forbade these laws from being published in any newspapers. Offenders can be given life imprisonment, death, or a minimum of three years hard labour.

   The plight of Burmese students is similarly dire. Many are still in prison for doing what we at Oxford consider basic student activities; the equivalent of any occupation of exam schools there will lead to a life sentence. As recently as 13th August, three university students were arrested for possessing educational CDs on human rights. Students have been seen as a threat in Burma, a threat which the government is trying to eradicate.

   Prospective students and their parents are forced to sign official guarantees that they will not be involved in any political activities. Colleges are located close to military and riot-police bases. They have insufficient accommodation, teaching equipment and trained teachers. 

   Oxford University students have boycotted The Lonely Planet guidebook for publishing a guide to Burma. Morland supports this position, arguing that it is certainly not a good idea for a Gap Year. “Our disapproval of tourists applies to those who go there for just a holiday in the sun, who are hoodwinked by the absence of soldiers at the end of every street into believing it is a free country, in the face of glaring evidence of the contrary.

   Rogers agrees: “It spends over 40% of its US$100 million tourist income on the military, and less than 2% on health and education. “People who travel to Burma for the purely selfish purpose of tourism should wait until the country is free. Burma’s natural beauty will still be there when the regime falls. People who travel in order to help make the country free, with their eyes and hearts open to the situation, and are prepared to join the struggle, should do so.   (
MISGUIDED RESTORATION DESTROYS PAGAN  

Edited from a report by BBC-correspondent Andrew Harding [BBC: 17.10.05]
Pagan’s temples are one of Asia's most important cultural sites. The sunsets are still spectacular - a golden glow brushing the curves of 2,000 ancient temples and pagodas clustered on the edge of the Irrawaddy River in central Burma. But today some of the world's leading experts have accused Burma's military regime of waging "archaeological blitzkrieg" against the legendary Buddhist treasures of Pagan.

   "They're ruining it," said Richard Engelhardt, regional advisor for the UN's cultural arm, UNESCO. "It makes me feel hopeless and helpless and angry and disappointed," he said.

   BBC correspondent Harding went to survey the damage, posing as a tourist. "We are the richest archaeological site in Asia," said his guide as they drove around the site in a horse-drawn carriage. But almost everywhere, there were signs of the "false" and "misguided" restoration work which UNESCO and other experts have so bitterly condemned. These included:

— hundreds of brand new pagodas built with brick and concrete on top of ancient ruins;
— a half-built "palace" being constructed from poured concrete at the heart of the site;
— the widespread use of bathroom tiles, concrete and other unauthentic materials;
— a 65-metre high observation tower and a hotel complex under construction on the site.
   "I'm horrified by the tower," said Mr Engelhardt, who is concerned that the isolated regime's hunger for tourist dollars is responsible for the changes. "The archaeology destroyed during excavation for its foundations can never be recovered. The [Burmese] government is gussying up the site... commodifying it for mass tourism. But it's a loss for everyone. It's becoming less and less a real document of the glory of Pagan's past and more an un-understandable book of nonsense," he said.

   So what do the locals make of the building work? "I cannot tell you," said one souvenir seller with a nervous glance around us, "there are spies everywhere."

   "We all hate the tower," said another man. "But if we say the government is not very good, we get in trouble."

   Although some locals have found work in the new hotels opening up - built with an eye on luring mass tourism from neighbouring China -, many feel they are being pushed out by a regime anxious to monopolize all tourist revenues.

   "All the businesses in town are owned by the military," said one man. "They want to stay on their throne forever."

   For decades, UNESCO has sought to arrange World Heritage status for Pagan. But disagreements with the Burmese regime have blocked progress and prevented the UN funding programmes to help train local archaeologists to maintain the site.

   "The generals have no room for other voices, for constructive criticism," Mr Engelhardt said. "There really aren't the people in [Burma] with the skills to do the job right, to rescue the site. And to me that is the most frightening thing."   (
CAMBODIA
ACTION PLAN LAUNCHED TO PROMOTE ‘CHILD-SAFE TOURISM’
[Xinhua News: 22.9.05] – CAMBODIA’S Tourism Ministry recently launched a new and comprehensive action programme in its bid to pursue policies to prevent trafficking in children and young women for labour and sexual exploitation.  Under the plan, a public awareness campaign on "Child Safe Tourism" will be launched across the country. The main target audience of the advocacy campaign will be the 4.25 million internal tourists who outnumber international visitors by a margin of four to one. The main beneficiaries will be young people drawn to the growing industry in search of work.

   An action plan, a set of operational guidelines and training manuals to promote the programme are being developed by the Tourism Ministry with the support of the International Labour Organization's (ILO) Mekong Project to Combat Trafficking in Children and Women (TICW] project. The activities will focus on countering trafficking for labour and sexual exploitation in some of the most vulnerable areas of the service and tourism sectors, namely restaurants, hotels, guest houses and entertainment venues where young people are sometimes exposed to exploitation by job brokers, employers and co-workers.

   Meanwhile, employers and workers will receive training in how to avoid exploitative situations in the workplace. The Ministry of Tourism and Ministry of Labour and Vocational Training will work together to monitor workplaces.

   "Labour and sexual abuses and trafficking on children and women is the negative impact [of tourism] so that we have to take tough and urgent measures in preventing and combating the human trafficking especially children and women," said Nuth Nin Doeurn, acting minister of tourism at the launching ceremony.

    Thetis Mangahas, chief technical advisor of ILO, said that "young people can indeed find new jobs in the tourism sector but there is evidence that some of them find themselves forced into abusive situations such as prostitution and labor exploitation through trickery, deceit and other forms of coercion."

   The Ministry of Tourism has already set up a “Child Safe Tourism” Commission, and the secretariat of the commission will be responsible for the implementation of this action program.

   The Cambodian government regards tourism as one of its six priority sectors in pushing economic growth. The number of international visitors has increased dramatically in 2004. The tourism revenue amounted to US$777 million in 2004, accounting for 12% of the country's GDP, according to the tourism ministry. In the first eight months of 2005, the number of international tourists to Cambodia was 912,490 - a remarkable increase of 38.13% compared to the same period in 2004.   (

LAND GRABS AND TOURISM THREATEN TRIBAL TRADITIONS 

[BBC-News: 3.9.05] - LIFE for the tribes of Ratanakkiri has been much the same for centuries. People in this north-eastern corner of Cambodia farm the land collectively. The land belongs to all and they say: "The forest is our market."
   There are eight different ethnic groups living in Ratanakkiri. They have their own languages, and most of them are followers of animism, worshipping spirits in the trees, rocks and rivers that surround them.
   Several years ago, the government recognized that the indigenous people collectively owned the land - and should do so in perpetuity. But the registration process has been painfully slow, leaving the way open for land-grabbers.
   Their problem is indicative of a wider issue affecting many parts of Cambodia. The UN special rapporteur on adequate housing, Miloon Kothari, recently acknowledged that rich and powerful interests were taking land in the country, leaving thousands of people dispossessed.
   "Brokers connected to rich people come here to convince people to sell land," said a villager in Ratanakkiri's O'Yadaw district.  "And because people need money, some of them agree. But then the land is fenced off - and that makes our lives very hard."
   "We can't protect our forests and land by ourselves," another man said. "We need government involvement. But local officials have been involved in selling land, too."
   The result of one such deal can be seen just a few miles down the road. A swathe of land has been fenced off, and workmen are setting up a rubber plantation.
   The government's own dealings have not sent out the best signals. Despite a moratorium on logging, the wood for the new National Assembly building will come from freshly felled trees in Ratanakkiri. Workers have already marked the trees to be cut. 

   Local village chief Bran Godreng said the loggers were disturbing a spirit forest sacred to the Kreung people, and complained that no one had asked for permission or shown him any official paperwork.
   People in the Yeak Laom lake area may be forced to turn to tourism for a living. Villagers have staged protests, and attempted to block the loggers' vehicles, but they have little chance of reversing the decision.

   Traditional ways of life in Ratanakkiri are likely to face an increasing number of challenges in the next few years. Millions of dollars will be spent on building new roads - and the red dirt strip and wooden hut at Ratanakkiri airport will soon be replaced by a runway and terminal building capable of handling thousands of tourists a week.
   Even the Asian Development Bank that funds the projects has shown concern about the effects of opening up Ratanakkiri to the world. It is examining the possibility that human traffickers could use the new roads linking the province to Vietnam. There are also fears that sex tourism could increase.

   The main problem facing the tribes of Ratanakkiri, however, is an erosion of their culture. The young people growing up near the beautiful volcanic lake Yeak Laom are facing a future of working as tourist guides, as they gradually lose their traditional lands. A place they once used as a burial ground is now another rubber
plantation, owned by outsiders. The modern world has arrived in Ratanakkiri, but not always to the benefit
of its oldest inhabitants.   (
THAILAND
THE POLITICS OF POST-TSUNAMI TOURISM IN THAILAND (part 5)

- NEWS & VIEWS -

Slow funds, poor planning, graft hamper rebuilding - Nine months after the Indian Ocean tsunami, Asia News reported that thousands of those affected remained impoverished, living in camps or temporary shelters. Tourism inflows remained abysmal, and rehabilitation and recon​struction efforts were still slow – hampered by inadequate flow of funds, planning and, corruption. Murmurs of discontent remained common. 

   The Thai government and those in the tourism industry are pinning their hopes for a bounce back on a massive drive to re-establish Phuket and Phang Nga on the world’s tourism map as the holiday season nears. Recently, Bangkok announced an international design com​petition for a tsunami memorial which will be built in Phang Nga’s Khao Lak-Lamru National Park. The winning design will be unveiled on the anniversary of the tsunami. The Thai government is also tracking down relatives of those killed in the tsunami to invite them to the anniversary. The cost of flying them to Thailand and accommodating them will be borne by the country’s Foreign Ministry, Deputy Prime Minister Suwat Liptapanlop confirmed. The cost of entertaining each foreign guest will be about Bt40,000 (US$1,000), he said. Over 10,000 guests will be invited to the event, including many VIP guests. 
  An ambitious programme will be organized to restore the confidence of tourists and investors. There was also the plan to have the new tsunami warning system in place for the first anniversary. However, the installation of the 62 warning towers will only be completed by March next year. [Asia News e-paper: 30.9.05; The Nation: 4.10.05; 13.10.05]

Deficit to worsen without tourists’ return - Thailand's current account deficit may worsen this year if tourists don't return to the country's resorts in the peak season beginning in October, the Asian Development Bank (ADB) recently said. “Tourism is important for Thailand to reduce its current account deficit,'' Jean-Pierre Verbiest, Thailand country director for the ADB, said. 

   Thailand's economic growth rate slowed in the first half of this year to 3.9% from a year earlier after expanding 6.1% in 2004 as overseas visitors stayed away following 12/26. Hotel and airline bookings for the country's biggest beach resort, Phuket, were down 70% in the year through to June. According to the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT), the losses to Thailand's tourism industry from the natural disaster may be as much as US$1.2 billion, 52% higher than the government had expected.  

   Visitor spending on the island of Phuket fell 30% in the seven months following the tsunami, according to a study by Visa International Asia and Pacific Asia Travel Association (PATA) released in July. Direct foreign air arrivals plunged 67% in the first half of 2005, and total air arrivals in Phuket were down 42%, according to the study. [Bloomberg News: 9.9.05]

Workers face economic crunch – In the post-tsunami era, hotel staff, tour guides and beach masseuses find it hard to survive the tourism slump. Many hotel staff have been forced to take unfamiliar jobs such as farm labouring and rubber tapping. 

   ''Life today? We must sell everything. Those with children must return to their homes in other provinces,'' said Sanan Sriprom, head of a hotel workers' organization in Phuket. His organization also oversees hotel workers in Phang Nga and Krabi as colleagues in those two provinces do not have their own organization.

   ''You must understand that hotel staff do not earn a high salary. Those with diplomas earn only Bt5,000 to 6,000 (US$125-150) a month. They earn substantial income mainly from tips. But when they have no work, they don't get this income. Now most people have credit card debts and many owe money in six-digit figures.''

   In Phuket, almost 40,000 hotel staff have no work because guests have not shown up following 12/26. Employers and workers try to survive by taking turns to take leave and halving their own salaries. Around 180 employers have shut down their businesses. Things are even worse in Phang Nga where the tsunami virtually tore down hotels with a combined number of about 6,000 rooms. Almost 4,000 staff were suddenly made jobless. Most of them must return to their home provinces or apply for jobs in restaurants. Chain hotels tried to relocate their employees to other hotels in the company but this assistance reached a limited number of people.

   The local hotel workers' organization has repeatedly tried to seek assistance from the Labour Ministry. ''But almost all the requests received no response. There were promises and then silence,'' Mr Sanan said.

   According to the ministry, the tsunami affected 925 enterprises and 34,710 workers. A total of 449 workers were killed, 225 injured, and 213 were missing in six affected provinces. Since the tsunami, 523 enterprises have closed and 4,628 workers have lost jobs. Job placement programmes cover only 1,432 workers. 

   Around 3,000 tour guides have been left on their own without assistance. Many of them were forced to leave the tsunami-affected provinces for other areas where there are tourists and tour companies. Those who have connections may survive but many do not because their licences are local. If they work outside their registered province, they could be arrested. Some guides have been arrested on Bangkok expressways and others in Pattaya, apart from being bullied by local guides. Tour guides have grouped to seek to enter the Social Security programme but their request has not been accepted. 
   Masseuses are facing the same fate. Sri Thong-on, 43, a masseuse on Patong beach in Phuket, had earned 10,000 baht a month for 23 years. But the past eight months have been the worst period of her life because she has hardly been able to earn a living. She said it would be good if the government had some welfare schemes for workers like her in the informal economy. [Bangkok Post: 4.9.05]
Plans for mega-projects in Phang Nga – A cabinet meeting, held in this tsunami-devastated province on 6 September, became another money-talks event as local administration organizations and politicians sought cabinet approval for a series of mega-projects to tackle the long-lasting tsunami aftermath. The proposed projects include the expansion of a highway between Khao Lak and Takua Pa district and the construction of dams, water pipelines, bridges, sea walls, piers, evacuation buildings and tsunami-warning towers.

   Local officials pointed out that many fresh problems had emerged over the past months as a result of the massive ecological changes caused by the tsunami. For example, coastal erosion had become more severe at Kor Khao island, one of the worst-hit areas opposite Ban Nam Khem, as the tidal waves had swept away giant sand dunes that acted as natural barriers protecting the island's coast.

   They also said that dam construction and piped water systems were urgently needed to prevent a looming water crisis. The water shortage has become a major problem as most surface water sources were salty due to seawater contamination. Meanwhile, there are concerns that the reopening of hotels and resorts and the influx of tourists following heavy tourism promotions will only worsen the water crisis.  [The Nation: 4.9.05; Bangkok Post: 6.9.05]
Wave victims affected by land disputes stage protest - The government's pledge to help tsunami-stricken villagers has become a ''big lie'', according to more than 300 tsunami victims. The villagers, who have been facing eviction by landlords, gathered during the cabinet meeting in Phang Nga for almost six hours only to find out that Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra had refused to meet them. The rally was joined by villagers from Laem Pom, Thap Tawan, Ban Nai Rai in Phangnga and Ban Layan from Phuket's Thalang district, where seven tsunami-hit fishermen have been sued by an influential businessman for allegedly encroaching on beachfront land. None of the cabinet ministers taking part in the meeting came out to meet villagers or receive a petition calling on the government to look into their cases and help them reclaim public land from landlords holding illegal land rights documents.

   After 12/26, the Far East Trading and Construction company, reportedly linked with influential politicians, laid claim to a large plot of beachfront land in Laem Pom and accused the villagers of encroaching on its property many years ago. The villagers, who had started to rebuild their homes on the disputed land plot, have reported incidents of intimidation by men believed to work for the company. The Laem Pom land dispute is one of the most controversial cases to have emerged after the tsunami. There have been similar cases in several communities in Phang Nga and Phuket, where beachfront land is in high demand by hotel developers. On 13 September, some 100 of the villagers from the affected communities in Phang Nga province travelled to Bangkok to continue their protest in front of Government House. [Bangkok Post: 7.9.05; 14.9.05]

Fishing communities still feel tsunami pain - Fishermen who lost their livelihoods in the 12/26 tsunami are still struggling hard to get their lives back together. Fishing families in Phang Nga's Khura Buri district, one of the worst-hit areas, have average household debts of US$750 to 1,000, according to the Save Andaman network, a coalition of civic groups helping tsunami victims. Some families owe as much as US$2,500.

   ''The waves washed away everything they had, but left them their debts. And the creditors stepped in 3-4 months after the incident, making the victims sell everything,'' said Save Andaman's Nukul Kokij. Save Andaman tried helping small fishermen in Khura Buri district clear their debts, but gave up the idea after it discovered the families' financial position.

   On Koh Phra Thong several fishermen have been forced to sell donated items, including their boats - the very tools of living they need to restore their lives. ''The creditors took their boats and sold them to people who heard about tsunami- ravaged fishermen and wanted to help,'' Nukul said. Also, not all of those who have fishing boats can return to sea and get on with life, Nukul added. ''They have the boats, but not the engines. Fishing gear is lying around, unused.'' 
   While many tsunami victims are in need of start-up funds to rebuild their lives, others are too terrified to live close to the coast. Lard Khiadsak, a resident of a new housing project, said several units were empty with the owners saying that they were afraid of the waves coming again. On the other hand, many of those who have moved in, however, are struggling to adapt to their new environment. In Ban Ruam Mua Ruam Jai, for example, the houses have no waste water discharge pipe to take used water from washing, cooking and other activities into a sewerage system. Residents have had to dig a drain around their houses to solve the problem. Residents also have to safeguard themselves against thieves who steal everything they can get their hands on. 
   State agencies introduced some income-making activities for survivors, but villagers say they did not do enough.  In view of the total disruption of community life, ''the villagers here don't have the heart to do anything,” said one villager. “They just wait for the monsoon season to pass so they can return to sea and get their life back on track.'' [Bangkok Post: 5.9.05]

Islanders wary about lack of government aid - Local residents, business operators, street vendors and even tourists are wondering if the government's pledges to revive the Phi Phi islands are just empty promises as little has been done after the tsunami hit. During the cabinet meeting in Phang Nga, they complained the government has not done enough to improve water and electricity services and roads. Nor had it cleaned the islands of garbage, human waste and remains of people killed when the tidal waves hit on 12/26. Where rehabilitation was being carried out, work was moving at a snail's pace. Moreover, the yet-to-be-completed drafting of new town and planning regulations has obstructed efforts to restore normalcy.

   Natthawut Kaenthong, a member of an island committee comprising tsunami- affected business operators and communities, said people were looking to rebuild their lives but were uncertain if their new houses and buildings would breach the new building codes being drafted by the Public Works and Town and Country Planning Department. Residents had only just learned that the department would bar construction 30 metres from the beach for safety reasons, he said.

    An owner of a food shop and tour agency said he could not wait and had already rebuilt his outlet near the beach, adding, “I have two children. I need money for their education, daily expenses and my debt repayments.'' He demanded government help for thousands of jobless people who used to work with tour companies, food shops, guesthouses and hotels. [Bangkok Post: 6.9.05; Phuket Gazette: 9.9.05; The Nation: 1.10.05]
Casinos unlikely to lure back beach tourists, says TUI - Tourism and Sports Minister Pracha Maleenont recently raised again the idea of setting up legal casinos in Thailand as a magnet to bring back foreign tourists following the tsunami-induced slump. But TUI, Europe's largest tour operator, criticized the plan.

   The opening of casinos in Thailand could offer a big opportunity to attract high-end, big-spending Asian tourists but would have no effect on bringing back foreign visitors who have opted to stay away because of the 12/26 tsunami, said Oliver Libutzki, senior contracting manager for Asia of TUI.  European travellers in general do not come to Asia to gamble as a lot of casinos are already available in Europe, Libutzki said. TUI, he added, had positioned Thailand as a "sun and beach" destination for its clients.

   Plans to legalize casinos have been proposed for years but have faced opposition on the view that the government should not support this type of business on moral grounds. However, the government recently set up a team to come up with a plan over the next six months to open casinos in about two years, said Minister Pracha. [The Nation: 9.9.05; Bangkok Post: 12.9.05]   (
SECOND ATTACK ON BALI PUTS RESORTS ON SECURITY ALERT

[Bangkok Post: 4.10.05; The Nation: 4.10.05] – THE recent Bali bombings, the second such deadly attack in the resort island in three years, has been another unnerving experience for tourism authorities and businesses in Southeast Asia. 
   Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra warned of violence from the Bali blasts possibly spilling over to prime tourist spots in Thailand, including Phuket as “certain indications” prompted the government to take special precautions. “We're on full alert but there's something which forces us to put up our guard,'' Thaksin said, adding many people travelled back and forth between Thailand, Indonesia and Malaysia, and the geographical proximity could fan the violence. 
   A security beef-up was ordered at important foreign missions and tourist magnets such as beach resorts and Khao San road in Bangkok. Particularly heavy surveillance was carried out in Phuket.  A highly-placed security source in Phuket said the resort island might be singled out for a terrorist attack after Bali. The province had been warned many times  that violence in one corner of the region could have a knock-on effect on Phuket. 

   Thaksin had so far insisted that the political violence in Thailand’s southernmost provinces was an internal affair and had no connection with international terrorism. His statement following the Bali bombings, however, was closest to link the ongoing turmoil in the South to terrorist activities outside the country. While the premier insisted everything was under control in Thailand tourist destinations, authorities documented almost 2,000 attacks in the troubled provinces of Pattani, Narathiwat and Yala since January 2004. Most of the violence there has taken the form of drive-by shootings, arson attacks and bombings, which have claimed more than 1,000 lives.   ( 

CHIANG MAI RESIDENTS OPPOSE TOURISM PLANS
[The Nation: 26.9.05; 11.10.05] - ACADEMICS, activists and monks in Chiang Mai recently called for a number of tourism projects to be scrapped or reviewed, saying they would have negative impacts on society and the environment. 

   Large-scale projects with a combined investment of US$75 million are being developed under the scheme “Chiang Mai World”, designed to compete with the newly opened Disneyland in Hong Kong and the planned casino complexes in Singapore. The Thai government’s goal is to establish Chiang Mai as a new regional tourism hub with the most spectacular attractions in the region. Major projects are the Night Safari Park that will accommodate some 1,500 exotic animals, the country’s largest elephant park, the world’s longest bird tunnel and a theme park named “Golden Plant”. There is also the plan to build a cable line system that will have five stations and link the Night Safari and Elephant Park.

   Speaking at a public seminar, critics demanded that the cable line system be scrapped altogether. One of the academics, Jamloh Somjit, said the project, linking the Night Safari Park with the much-revered shrine of the late monk Khru Ba Sri Vichai at the foot of the hill Doi Suthep, was inappropriate because the plan calls for the historic shrine to be moved to make way for a car park. Moreover, towers required to secure cables supporting the shuttle-cabins would stand at more than 10 metres high, overlooking the statue of the late monk. Jamloh said the developer had falsely claimed the towers would be only four meters high.

   Furthermore, there were reports that the construction of the Night Safari Park in the Doi Suthep-Pui National Park had already caused flooding in near-by communities.

   Phra Maha Bunchuay, from the Network of Development Monks in the North, said local people had serious doubts about numerous projects due to be implemented, adding that Chiang Mai residents were generally never given details about major projects. “They have no choice but to accept whatever projects just as they are about to be implemented, and they stand to be branded as backward if they oppose them,” said the monk.   (
VIETNAM

TAM DAO THREATENED BY RESORT DEVELOPMENT PLAN

[Vietnam Investment Review: 18.9.2005] – ENVIRONMENTALISTS have aired concerns over a plan to build a giant resort on the cool hilly mountains of Tam Dao in northern Vinh Phuc province in Vietnam, arguing the project would cause environmental damage. The provincial Trade and Tourism Department has listed the project on its website, calling for US$200 million to build a complex with villas, garden houses, hotels, restaurants and entertainment facilities in an area where the French used to go for weekend retreats from Hanoi.
   Vinh Phuc, eager to turn tourism into a spearhead sector for the local economy, plans to build the Tam Dao II Resort as one of the key tourism projects for the province. It has invited international planners to work out a development master-plan for the project and plans to attract foreign investment for the project.
   The proposed site for the resort is 1,100 to 1,200 metres above sea level and a new 15 to 25-metre-wide and 15km-long road will be built to link the current Tam Dao I resort complex to the future resort.   (
HALONG BAY: RAVAGING A PRECIOUS NATURAL SITE 
[Thanhnien News Online: 3.9.05] - PROFESSOR Luc Hens, a senior human ecologist at the Free University of Brussels, Belgium, visits Vietnam several times every year for environmental studies. Recently, he expressed grave concern about what he saw in Ha Long Bay – a UNESCO World Heritage site – and called on Vietnamese people to take action.

   Ha Long Bay is seriously degraded, he warned, mostly due to unwise interventions by tourism developers and managers. The most obvious is the pollution caused by coal mining wastes that have blackened the watershed in this area. Coal residues also cover a large part of the hillsides. Ha Long Bay is dying from these hazardous wastes.

   Living coral is marketed to foreign tourists, which reflects lacking management of the marine resources by local authorities. Coral reefs are an exceptionally important element of the marine ecosystem, acting as a niche for other aquatic species and a kind of pollutant-eater purifying the sea.
   The natural environment here is being gradually replaced with artificial landscapes. The tourism developers have destroyed the mangroves, which are very rich in biodiversity and typical of this unique place, replacing them with exotic species.
   The heavy influence of Disneyland initiatives can also be seen here in tourism development. The catch here is that a Disney-like entertainment area should never be developed in a natural heritage site. "American" style is an ironical development concept here. For instance, invaluable porcelain objects and extraordinary archaeological remains are exhibited in a building looking exactly like the US presidential residence, the White House, in Washington D.C.! A sophisticated traditional wooden house would be a much better place to exhibit them. On top of that, the most spectacular karst caves have been lit up with colored lights, making them look like a highway and not the dark, damp, fascinating mystery they really are.
   Vietnam is a wonderful developing country in terms of quality of life, says Prof. Hens. However, there is a trend of commercialization and economic-driven development which looms as a major threat to its authenticity.   (
DANANG GEARS UP FOR EAST-WEST CORRIDOR 
[newsmekong.org: Oct.2005] - WITH its strategic location at the centre of Vietnam and its rich natural resources, officials are confident that Danang will become a major centre for tourism, trading and investment as well as transportation because it is the last stop of the East-West Economic Corridor (EWEC). Danang, the main city in central Vietnam, is 764 kms from the capital Hanoi and 964 kms from the southern main city of Ho Chi Minh City.

  The EWEC is both a transport system as well as a framework for cooperation linking the countries in the Mekong region. The corridor, about 1,600 kms long, is a land link connecting the Indian Ocean with the Pacific Ocean. It runs from Mawlamyine in Burma through the border crossing between Thailand and Burma at Myawaddy and Mae Sot. From there, the corridor goes through Phitsanulok and Khon Kaen to the Thai-Lao border at Mukdahan, Thailand and Savannakhet, Laos. From the Lao- Vietnamese border, the corridor stretches to the old imperial capital of Hue and from there to Danang.

   The vice director of Danang Foreign Affairs Department, Nguyen Nho Trung, said that Danang has the ability to become a tourism hub for central Vietnam as it is the gateway to three World Heritage sites in Vietnam: Hoi An, Hue and My Son. The Danang area is also rich in natural attractions and has beaches right in the city.
  Hoi An, the famous ancient city, is only 30 kilometres south-east of Danang, My Son, the Holy Land of the Champa Kingdom period, is 67 kms in the southwest. Hue is 107 kms in the north. In addition, the Phong Nha cave, declared by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) as a World Heritage site in Quang Ninh province, is 200 kms from Danang.

  According to Trung, Danang can also be a centre for transporting goods and commodities. Better infrastructure can shorten the length in transporting goods from Laos and Thailand to the Tien Sa deep seaport. It takes only two days from Tien Sa seaport to Bangkok, compared to 10 days’ transport time to Singapore.

  To support what Trung said, Loung Minh Sam, the president of Association D’Amities Vietnam-France, Ville De Danang and head of Danang Tourism Department, said that Danang has received approval and support from the Communist Party to develop infrastructure, improve security, reserve natural resource and promote tourism in Danang.

  After learning from other cities that development usually comes with a price, Danang tries it best to handle social problems, according to Trung. “We don’t want to repeat what happened in other places that also dealt with the undesirable outcome of development,” he said. “So we implement the ‘the 5- NO’ policy for our city. It started in 2001 and it aims to make Danang one of the world’s safest cities.”

  The 5-NO policy, well known to the people of Danang, includes: no illiteracy, no hunger, no begging, no drugs and no robbers. The city claims that most of these aims have been accomplished. The ‘no hunger’ policy has been accomplished since 2001 while the ‘no illiteracy’, ‘no begging’, and ‘no drugs’ ones were achieved in 2002, 2003, and 2004 respectively, officials say. The ‘no robbers’ one is expected to be accomplished within this year. Some Danang pedestrians said that most people cooperate well with the authorities in implementing this policy.

  In addition, Danang is also preparing to upgrade people’s livelihood by implementing the ‘3-HAVE’ policy, which it aims to accomplish by 2010. The 3- HAVE policy includes: residence, occupation and civilization.

    “For example, to throw garbage in the trash can, to follow the traffic rules or to take care of weaker people, are all civilized actions, and people need to be trained since they are young,” said Trung. “If we succeed in implementing all 5- NO and 3-HAVE policy, Danang will become the world’s most pleasant city for tourists,” Trung concluded.   ( 

YUNNAN/ CHINA

ETHNIC VILLAGERS RELOCATED AT LUGU LAKE 
[People’s Daily Online: 2.9.05] - LUGU Lake hidden in the mountains in the northwest of Yunnan Province has become a target for tourism developers, and the ethnic Mosuo people start to face up to the commercial economic tide from outside.  Visitors come to the village to break down the tranquility of the past, and the lake turns to be restless. Local villagers have started to run family hotels and restaurants.

   As a result, the water in some sections of the lake has become turbid, and the lake's ecology is at risk. The area can no longer afford the disordered development.

   Located in the border area between the Ninglang Yi Nationality Autonomous County of Lijiang in Yunnan Province and the Yuanyan County of Sichuan Province in Southwest China, the Lugu is one of the nine key protected plateau lakes in Yunnan. 

   Tourism here started in 1992. For a long time, the tourist industry has developed spontaneously. Up to now, there are 89 private-run family-style hotels with 1,689 guest rooms and 3,409 beds in the scenic area. Villagers have built their houses in attractive locations by the lake, or even filled the lake to build houses. Often, wastewater is directly or indirectly discharged into the lake so that fish species are threatened by extinction.

   "Lugu Lake serves as both community and scenic [tourist] area. And lake residents' production, life and their use of resources bring more difficulties to the environmental protection of the lake. With the development of the tourism industry, there also come more pressures in environmental terms. And there will be a threat to the Mosuo culture due to outside cultural impacts", Yu Lijun, director with the Lugu Lake Administrative Committee, told the reporter.

   In October 2004, Yunnan officials held a meeting to discuss an action plan to protect the lake's natural environment and the cultural resources in the area.  Subsequently, the Lijiang government launched "8 projects" to be completed in two years. 
   Saying the lakeside was damaged due to the illegal occupation of land and building of houses by villagers, the Lugu Lake Administrative Committee decided that all residents in the village should be relocated under the new environmental protection scheme for the lake area. 

    In April this year, the resettlement started. "The new Lige Village is a demonstration one with national cultural ecology. We have suggested 10 standards for building the houses. The main principle lies on building a style of authentic Mosuo house architecture and village shape,” said Yu Lijun. Under the resettlement, the Luoshui Village opposite the Lige across the lake will also be designed as "Mosuo cultural sightseeing village" for tourists. 

   Furthermore, reports have surfaced that some illegal buildings in the village along the lake will be dismantled to beautify the area and to build a walking road for tourists.  
   Yu Lijun has more ambitious plans for the future. He wants to turn the lake tourism area into a demonstration spot for the big Shangri-La ecological tourism zone of Sichuan, Yunnan and Tibet.  He believes that the lake tourism will be attractive and sustainable through “standardized management”.   (
