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THE REGION

OPINION DIVIDED OVER BENEFITS OF MEDICAL TOURISM

[Asia News Network: 12-18.5.06; The New Nation (Bangladesh): 27.5.06; The Nation: 21.5.06] – ASIA’s burgeoning medical tourism industry, expected to be worth at least US$4 billion by 2012, is proving a windfall for the travel and hospitality sector. The lure of low-cost, high quality healthcare in Asia is estimated to be attracting more than 1.3 million tourists a year to the key locations - Thailand, Singapore, India, South Korea and Malaysia. 
   Research on this rapidly growing business shows a medical tourist spends average US$362 a day, compared with the average traveller's spend of US$144. So it does not come as a surprise that medical tourism is booming, far outstripping the four to six per cent growth in general travel bookings predicted for 2006. The number of medical tourist visits in many countries is swelling by 20 to 30 per cent a year. 

   Whereas medical tourists are coming from all corners of the world, including US and Europe, much of the travel is within Asia. Some of the key origin markets are Indonesia, Malaysia, the Middle East and Greater China, which provides a spin-off for airlines and low cost carriers in the region.

   In Thailand, medical tourism took off more than four years ago, with Bangkok's Bumrungrad Hospital among the pioneers. This year, the business is projected to earn the country US$910 million as increasing numbers of foreign patients check in at private hospitals in Thailand’s capital and other tourist destinations. 

   While tourism promoters are happy about this burgeoning niche market, critics have raised concerns over the potential negative consequences to Thailand’s health-care system. For instance, more and more physicians are being drawn by higher financial rewards to work for private hospitals, especially those catering to foreign patients, leaving state or lower-end private hospitals understaffed.

   "There will be a brain drain due to the fact that doctors treating foreigners will get more money than those treating Thais. Unless we have effective measures to manage this problem, there will soon be a shortage of doctors at hospitals serving only the locals," said Dr Damras Tresukosol of state-owned Siriraj Hospital. "Don't forget that the cost of educating and training each Thai doctor is very high and it's all financed by taxpayers' money," he added.

   Saree Ongsomwand, president of the Bangkok-based Consumer Foundation, said the number of doctors compared to the entire population was not high, maybe even lower than the world standard. "In other words, the number of doctors is already insufficient. As a result, I don't think the 'go-for-foreigners' trend can fail to have an effect on the quality of our medical services." She added the government had to come up with measures to manage the brain drain in medicine if medical tourism was to continue.
   Siriraj's Damras said specialists or physicians experienced in several areas of medicine were already in short supply while private hospitals serving foreigners needed a lot of these experts to entice patients from overseas.

   Norachai Luekulwattanachai, a researcher at Kasikorn Research Centre, who is familiar with the medical-tourism sector, said many specialists were now compelled to work at least two jobs. "Many work full time at a state hospital and part time at a private hospital."
   Medical tourism covers expatriates in Thailand and neighbouring countries, as well as tourists who spend part of their trip here on an annual medical check-up and foreigners who fly in specifically for medical treatment.

   "In the past our customers were mainly Japanese,” said Chatree Duangnet, CEO of Bangkok Hospital. “Now Middle Eastern patients are dominant. Our better infrastructure and service is the main appeal for them. We also provide activities for their relatives like spas and traditional massage, tour programmes, transportation and a hotel in front of our hospital."

   Over the past few months, foreign patients at his hospital have doubled in number while Thais have risen only 10 per cent, Chatree said. 
   Against the impressive growth of this business, the Kasikorn Research Centre warns of three risks and challenges: Increasing competition at both domestic and international levels, rising costs from hikes in loan interest rates and electricity charges, and diminishing reserves of doctors and other personnel.   (
MEKONG GOVERNMENTS GEARING UP AGAINST HUMAN TRAFFICKING 

[Xinhua-News: 13.5.06; UNODC: April 2006] - THE 4th senior officials meeting of the Coordinated Mekong Ministerial Initiative against Trafficking (COMMIT) process concluded on 12 May in Phnom Penh with the determination to further strengthen the fight against human trafficking in the region. Over 30 senior government officials from the six Greater Mekong Sub-region (GMS) governments - Burma, Cambodia, China, Laos, Thailand and Vietnam - attended the three-day meeting. They reviewed and assessed the course of cooperation on trafficking in the Mekong region since the signing of the COMMIT Memorandum of Understanding in Rangoon, Burma, in October 2004. 
   The fact that the number of trafficking prosecutions has risen does not mean that the problem is increasing, said Susu Thatun of COMMIT. "The governments, the law enforcement officials, civil society and NGOs of the region are now more alert to the issues," she added. 

   The efforts made by the six countries include laying the foundation for a network of cooperation to stop traffickers and prosecute them, protecting victims of trafficking and assisting them return safely home, and launching efforts to prevent others from sharing the same fate. 

   At the meeting, the governments also demonstrated their concrete actions that had been taken over the past year and further fine-tuned plans for activities in the coming year. The Chinese delegation said that the regional workshop among the COMMIT countries triggered off their recognition to develop its first National Plan of Action on Human Trafficking. Burma recently passed a new national law on trafficking in persons. Laos and Thailand introduced a new bilateral arrangement between the two countries to use information from the community to trace actual missing persons in Thailand and to use existing repatriation mechanisms to return them home safely. Cambodia has been leading the way in promoting child safe tourism and reporting on their strengthened law enforcement response. Meanwhile, Vietnam has been moving forward on implementing their national plan of action on human trafficking. 

   While achievements from the past year were highlighted, the six Mekong governments acknowledged that they still face great challenges as the crime continues to prevail in the region. They cited widespread forms of trafficking, including new opportunities to exploit migrant workers; children and adolescents of the region being trafficked to fill a large international and local market for commercial sexual exploitation; and not only women, but also men been trafficked for factory, plantation or construction work. 

   Delegates attributed the region's human trafficking to many factors and resources, such as poverty, low education and shortage of living skills. Cambodian Deputy Prime Minister Sar Kheng, at the opening ceremony highlighted the "need to work together towards the creation of a society where is zero tolerance for this type of unacceptable abuse." 

   The meeting agreed to hold its 5th COMMIT Senior Officials Meeting in Beijing, China in 2007. 
   The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) has also released a new document, entitled “Trafficking in Persons”, which ranks Thailand in the highest category as a country of origin, transit and destination of trafficked persons. Most victims are women and girls who are traded for sexual exploitation and forced labour, according to the report that is available online at http://www. unodc.org/unodc/trafficking_persons_report_2006-04.html.   (
BURMA

TOURISM BOYCOTT – YES OR NO?

For over a decade, the question whether tourists should holiday in military-ruled Burma or not has been up to debate again and again in the Western media. As local observers and international human rights groups are  strongly condemning  the Burmese army’s current atrocities against ethnic villagers as  the worst since 1997, BBC correspondent Kate McGeown’s article reminds us that the Burma tourism campaign spearheaded by political activists  is still a serious matter that should concern us all as responsible global citizens. The following is a shortened version of her story [BBC-News: 19.6.06].
It has golden pagodas, beautiful beaches and welcoming people who badly need a better income. It also has a repressive military regime accused of serious human rights abuses, and a detained opposition leader who has repeatedly urged people not to visit. So should tourists go to Burma, or is it better to stay away? 

   According to Burma Campaign UK, which lobbies for human rights and democracy in the country, the decision is obvious. 

   "Once people know what the issues are, they invariably choose not to go," said Mark Farmaner, a spokesman for the group. "It's impossible to go there and not give money to the government. From the moment your plane hits the tarmac, you're lining the military's pockets." 

   In fact, according to Mr Farmaner, Burma is unique in that many of its human rights abuses are directly connected to the military's decision to promote tourism. "Much of the country's tourist infrastructure is developed by the use of forced labour," he said. "People have been made to construct roads, airports and hotels, and thousands more have been forcibly relocated to make way for tourist areas." 

   Campaigners want to discourage trade, investment and tourism. It is because of the close link between the tourist industry and the government that Burmese opposition leader Aung San Suu Kyi, who is currently under house arrest, has on several occasions asked tourists to stay away from Burma. "Tourism to Burma is helping to prolong the life of one of the most brutal and destructive regimes in the world," she told reporters once. "Visiting now is tantamount to condoning the regime." 

   But the problem is that, on the ground, many local people are extremely glad to see foreign visitors. "It's very difficult," one tour guide said. "I really respect Aung San Suu Kyi, and I understand why she wants a boycott, but then we desperately need tourists' money here - not just for me but for other people too." 

   One BBC News website user, Emma Smale, who visited Burma with her boyfriend last year, said, "The people were so nice and friendly, and we were always well-received. I think they definitely wanted us there." she said. 

   Ms Smale made sure she was well-informed about the issue before making her decision to travel to Burma. "I definitely respect what Aung San Suu Kyi said, but I felt I had to see the place for myself," she said. 

   There are compelling arguments either way, and the subject even divides the publishers of some of the world's best-known guide books. Lonely Planet has made the decision to publish a guide to Burma because it believes its role is to provide balanced information so travellers can reach their own conclusions.

   "We can ensure people know the facts so they can make an informed decision," said spokesman Stephen Palmer. "We can also advise people so they can minimize the money they give to the government, and maximize the amount that goes to ordinary people." 

   But critics say that by publishing in the first place, Lonely Planet is encouraging tourists to visit the country. The Rough Guides travel company has taken a different stance, choosing not to publish a book on Burma until the political situation improves. 

   "We don't believe the benefits of travel outweigh the disadvantages, so we actively encourage people not to go," said spokesman Richard Trillo.    ( 

CAMBODIA

TEMPLES DOOMED BY TOURISM 

[Independent News & Media (UK): 20.6.06] - KHMER Rouge soldiers used the ornate sandstone sculptures on the sides of Angkor’s Phnom Bakheng for target practice during the wars of the 1970s and 1980s. But the damage done to the temples of the Angkor Wat complex did not end with the arrival of peace. Instead, the political settlement in Cambodia merely opened the gate to an army of rampaging tourists.

   The celebrated temple complex, built in the 10th century, is not the only ancient monument to be suffering under an onslaught of visitors, but it is one of the more vulnerable. It currently draws about one million tourists a year, but estimates suggest that over the next few years visitor numbers could swell to as many as five million a year.

   Such an increase in traffic is something the ancient sandstone structures are ill-equipped to cope with, according to John Stubbs, vice-president for field projects with the World Monuments Fund. A not-for-profit conservation organization based in New York, the WMF was founded in 1965 to raise public awareness and save significant historic buildings throughout the world.

   The WMF oversees 250 projects in 83 countries, preserving significant sites from the ravages of time. And Angkor Wat is on the critical list. Phnom Bakheng, a five-tier temple perched on a 65m-high hill, is one of the most imperilled of the 40 or so monuments in the area. The most prominent feature for several miles, Phnom Bakheng at sunset is regarded as the quintessential Angkor experience. And therein lies the problem.

   "The complex has had a fairly rough life," says Stubbs. Even before the Communist guerrillas started shooting at it, the temple had to endure centuries of neglect in the humid jungle. Angkor Wat was placed on UNESCO's list of World Heritage sites in 1992 after centuries of wear and tear had taken their toll.

   Chief among Phnom Bakheng's problems is the parlous state of the temple's sandstone veneer. "It's falling away like icing falling off a cake," says Stubbs. And an ever-growing army of marauding tourists hardly helps. "Tour operators promote it more than they should, and the numbers are getting out of control. There's a need to manage visitors as many don't appreciate how delicate the structures are."

   Angkor's appeal makes it unlikely that operators will remove it from itineraries any time soon, but the fragility of the complex is not entirely lost on the industry. At least not according to Natalie Lewis, programme manager for Southeast Asia with Cambodia specialist Audley Travel. "The guides we use are aware of the duty that tour operators have," she says.

   The company was responsible for 1,000 room-night bookings in Siem Reap, Angkor's feeder town, last year and Lewis welcomes information on threats to specific monuments. "It's the kind of detail that doesn't always filter back to us," she says. "It's difficult to restrict our clients' movements when everybody else is doing it. We monitor the situation and try to respond where appropriate." After a recent ban on large coaches travelling through temple areas, for example, Audley began to encourage visitors to take in the sights by bike.

   The WMF has spent the past 18 months devising a full restoration programme for Phnomh Bakheng, which will cost about US$3 million.   (
WORLD CLASS GOLF COURSE OPENS IN LAND OF ANGKOR WAT 

[E-Travel Blackboard: 22.6.06] – THE French hotel chain Accor is set to turn the land around Cambodia’s most revered sacred site into a playground for golf-crazy tourists. The newly opened Phokeethra Country Club managed by Accor’s Sofitel Royal Angkor Hotel in Siem Reap “brings the gentleman’s game to ‘8th Wonder of the World’”, boasts an Accor press release.

   The 7,145-yard course was designed by Bangkok-based Designer Golf. Climate-tested Paspalum Grass was used on all fairways and greens, giving the course its “deep rich colour”.

   Accor’s media statement further states, “Between the 9th green and 10th tee is a restored ‘Roluh’ bridge, which is also the iconic image used in the course’s logo, dating back to the 11th century Khmer empire. The clubhouse features five-star amenities of impeccable quality. It includes the Phokeethra Country Club Angkor Wat restaurant serving Western, Khmer and Asian favorites, comfortable locker and shower facilities, pro shop stocked with the latest branded golf gear, plus spa services to unwind after the round. Golf carts and caddies are both available, and guests wishing to get in a quick round between temple visits can hire clubs and full golf accessories. A driving range and practice putting green will be added in the near future.”
   The Thai Deputy Managing Director Supachai Verapuchong was quoted as saying, “We are delighted to extend our relationship with Accor with the opening of Phokeethra Country Club Angkor Wat. It is a natural progression of existing relationship with Sofitel Royal Angkor and gives the course immediate brand recognition and European flair.”

   “This is a very important addition to Accor’s resort and golf offer in the region, adding another dimension to the Angkor historical and cultural experience,” said Accor Asia Pacific managing director Michael Issenberg, adding, “Interest in golf is growing phenomenally in Asia. One only needs to look at the progress Korea has made to see the potential of golf-related tourism, and with air access also improving rapidly, Accor will be placing a high priority on growing its network of golf resorts across the region.”

   The Phokeethra Country Club Angkor Wat joins other Accor resorts with adjacent golf courses in Vietnam, Malaysia and China and Australia. These include Sofitel Dalat Palace & Golf and Novotel Ocean Dunes & Golf Resort, Phan Thiet (designed by Nick Faldo) in Vietnam; Sofitel Palm Resort. Johor Bahru and Palm Resort Country Club in Malaysia (54-holes); as well as Sofitel Boao and Boao Forum on Asia International Golf Course, Sofitel Xhongshan Golf & Resort in Nanjing (27-hole Gary Player designed layout), China. In addition, the new Novotel Chumphon Beach Resort & Golf Resort is scheduled to open late 2007 in southern Thailand.   (
PLANS TO REBUILD SEASIDE AIRPORT

[E-Travel News: 15.6.06; The Standard (HK): 13.6.06] -  CAMBODIA has approved plans for an international airport in the coastal city of Sihanoukville, hoping that rebuilding the facility will boost tourism.

   Soy Sokhan, an undersecretary of state for civil aviation, said a rebuilt airport would be able to take direct flights from neighboring countries, allowing visitors to head for the country's beaches and have a quick link to the Angkor temple town of Siem Reap.

   Like many of Cambodia's smaller airports that were once part of an extensive domestic network, the facility in Sihanoukville, 230 kilometers southwest of Phnom Penh, is still closed. The government hopes to reopen it to domestic flights by the end of the year and later introduce international routes, said Soy Sokhan.

   There are also plans to reopen the airport in the northeastern town of Kratie, near a stretch of the Mekong river home to endangered Irrawaddy dolphins that Cambodia hopes to turn into an ‘ecotourism’ attraction.   (
LAOS

TOURISM INDUSTRY EXPANDING STEADILY  

[Lao News Agency KPL: 7.6.06; 8.6.06] - THE Lao tourism industry is expected to grow by 15 per cent yearly, from now until 2020, according to the Deputy Chairman of the National Tourism Authority, Vang Rattanavong. According to official statistics, there were 894,806 visitors arriving in 2004, generating an income of more than US$118 million for Laos. The most recent figures show a jump to more than one million arrivals last year generating more than US$146 million for the national economy.
   Following the current trend, over the next five years, 1.5 million tourists are expected to arrive in Laos each year, and between 2010 and 2015, the figure could rise to 1.8 million each year, with 2.2 million tourists by 2020.
   Vang added that tourism is considered a crucial sector in Laos’ socio-economic development; it has become the country’s largest industry and a number one priority for the government.
  Between 1990 and 2000, the number of tourists in Laos grew by almost 40 per cent each year. However, the average rate of increase was considerably reduced between 2001 and 2004, as the Asia-Pacific region was affected by many factors that threatened the tourism sector, such as the attacks in the US on 11September 2001, the Iraq war, the outbreak of SARS in April 2003, and – more recently - the threat of a bird flu epidemic. Despite these setbacks, Vang emphasized that there was hope that tourism will not only create revenue to the nation but also create job opportunities for locals and contribute to the government’s poverty reduction programme.

   Laos has identified more than 1,000 tourism sites, including 580 locations featuring nature-based or ‘eco’-tourism.

   The European Union (EU) has taken the initiative to give Laos’ tourism industry an additional boost.  Europe provides 12 per cent of foreign visitors to the country, including 35,371 from France, 29,977 from United Kingdom and 16,752 from Germany.
   Aimed at enhancing the capacity and marketing skills of the Lao Association of Travel Agents (LATA) over the next three years, a new ‘Marketing Responsible Tourism Project’ worth €500,000 (or about US$640,000) was launched on 7 June. The project is being 57 percent-funded by the EU's Asian Investment programme, with the balance coming from the Netherlands Development Organization and LATA.

    Speaking at the project launch in Vientiane, LATA President Vayakone Bodhisane said, the programme will be carried out through promoting tourism in Laos to international tourism markets, through brochures and websites. It will also focus on strengthening the LATA in capacity building through human resources, including training on how to improve tourism services for international tourist markets, and sending some members to attend international tourist events.

   In addition, the new initiative will primarily involve funding the identification of ‘sustainable tourism’ products and packages and supporting the development of national tourism marketing strategies in cooperation with the Lao National Tourism Administration.

   LATA has been founded for over one year and has 36 tourism companies and agents as members. The association constitutes around 60 per cent in tourism service in Lao, with further companies showing an interest in becoming members.   (
CHINESE TOURIST INVASION

[Reuters-News: 5.5.06] – IN April, China and Laos signed a deal which will more than double the number of Chinese visitors to about 200,000 a year. However, the arrival of Chinese mass tourism is being awaited with a sense of foreboding.
   Relations between indigenous inhabitants of Southeast Asia and ethnic Chinese communities have often been tense in the past. Hundreds of ethnic Chinese were killed in riots following the downfall of Indonesian strongman Suharto in 1998 as protesters made the Chinese scapegoats for the country's economic woes.

   The Chinese tourist boom - one million of whom are expected to go to Thailand alone this year - has not always gone down smoothly in the region. Stories of badly behaved Chinese tourists often appear in Southeast Asian and even mainland newspapers, complaining of everything from passengers refusing to get off aircraft in protest at delays to littering.

   In 2002, even Chinese newspapers buzzed with talk of the ‘Seven Deadly Sins of Chinese Tourists’, saying they were dirty, noisy, coarse and rude. They pointed out that in Thailand some signs asking people not to spit were written only in Chinese.
   In Laos' laid-back capital, where the number of cash machines can be counted on the fingers of one hand and where the clocks seem permanently stuck on 1975 - the year of the Pathet Lao Communist takeover - signs in the simplified Chinese used in mainland China are gradually going up. In the two short unpaved streets of Chinatown that script is replacing the traditional characters used by overseas Chinese communities.
   "More and more Chinese are coming here," said Liao Peiyuan, who came to Vientiane from the southwestern Chinese region of Guangxi a year ago to work in a shop. "Hopefully it will liven up this boring place."

   Just 200,000 people live in Vientiane, a city of temples and decaying French colonial villas perched on the banks of the Mekong River. That has caused some Lao to fear the country could be swamped by its giant neighbour, with which it shares a border. A new road will eventually link China with Thailand via Laos.

   "With the road, of course the Chinese influence will increase," said a Laos-based Western diplomat. "In parts of northern Laos, more Chinese is spoken than anything else already."
    For the Chinese already in Laos, the country looks ripe for the picking. "There's so much space in this country," said Huang, a Beijing-born cook at a Vientiane hotel. "Once more Chinese come, we'll show them what development means."   (

DISPUTED NAM THEUN 2 DAM TO BECOME A PLAYGROUND FOR TOURISM DEVELOPERS

[KPL: 27.4.06] - Recently, authorities in the central province of Khammuane designated the Nakai Plateau as a new tourist site, urging investors, both domestic and international, to contribute to the development of the tourism industry in the area. 

    The Nakai district is where Laos’ largest investment project, the controversial Nam Theun 2 dam project, is located. The World Bank-funded scheme has been strongly opposed by local villagers, Thai environmentalists and international support groups for many years. According to the Lao news agency KPL, a new feasibility study states that the areas surrounding the dam “are ripe for development into some of the most important tourism sites of the country.”

    Thaiyaphone Singthong, the Head of Khammuane Tourism Service, agrees to the plan. "The province has many potential sites for investors who would like to buy into tourism, including those surrounding the dam, which are suitable to be developed into resorts, hotels, guest houses and golf courses," he said, adding "From the sites, the tourists can enjoy seeing a wide range of rare animal and plants, evergreen nature and rivers, a perfect environment for a relaxing resort."

   It is projected that construction of Nam Theun 2, which is worth more than US$1 billion, will be completed in 2009. It will have a capacity over 1000 MW, and around 90 per cent of the electricity produced being exported to neighbouring Thailand. (  

’ECOTOURISM’ IN LUANG NAMTHA THREATENED
[KPL: 29.5.06; UNESCO-website] -  LUANG Namtha province is where the famous Nam Ha Ecotourism Project is located. Designed and developed under the auspices of UNESCO, the much-hailed project was set up by the National Tourism Authority of the Lao PDR (NTA) with cooperation from the Lao Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry, Department of Forestry Resource Conservation and the Ministry of Information and Culture. In 2001, the project won the UN Development Award for successfully introducing ecotourism as sustainable development in a region plagued by poverty.  On this occasion, Richard Engelhardt, UNESCO’s regional advisor for culture in Asia and the Pacific, called it “a model of indigenous community management of the environment, based on traditional knowledge, put to modern, economic use.''

    Ecotourism activities such as trekking have attracted almost 50,000 visitors to Luang Namtha in the first half of this year. In a recent conference, however, it was pointed out that the rapid expansion of rubber tree plantation areas in Luang Namtha province is becoming a problem that will soon not only affect ecological systems and biodiversity but also the ecotourism industry.

   The landscape in Luang Namtha is characterized by a variety of forests, agricultural fields and villages inhabited by hill peoples such as Hmong, Akha (Pouli, Dtee Jaw, and Pian), and Khamu. 
   Khamlay Sipraseuth, Head of the Provincial Tourist Office, explained that the areas that are criss-crossed by footpaths used by villagers and tourists are increasingly taken over by rubber tree plantations.
   Plantation developers have also encroached on the Namtha National Protected Forest areas, where non-timber forest products are collected and ecotourism is thriving, said Khamlay, adding that ecotourism was a big earner for communities living surrounded by protected forests since 1996. He therefore called on planning agencies and land surveyors to stop the expansion of plantations in conservation forests that are significant ecotourism sites.   (  
THAILAND

COURT PETITIONED TO CLOSE CHIANG MAI NIGHT SAFARI 

[Manager-Online: 8.6.06; Bangkok Post: 29.6.06] - A GROUP of local residents and environmental NGOs based in the northern province of Chiang Mai filed a petition with the Chiang Mai Administrative Court on 7 June that in essence calls for the closure of the Chiang Mai Night Safari and legal action against senior officials, including caretaker Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra and the zoo’s chief architect Plodprasop Suraswadi [see also new frontiers 12(1)].

   Chaipan Prapasawas, director of the local Community Rights Institute, who filed the lawsuit along with 26 associates, said the group sought legal recourse after all previous attempts to halt the controversial night safari project failed. 
   “The project was based on wrong premises from the start since it used public lands in a national park and about 1,700 million baht [US$42.5 million] in tax money…,” Chaipan said. “We want to correct the wrongs. Since many other similar projects are being undertaken by the authorities, we want to use this as a test case so that a proper standard can be set for our society.”

    The lawsuit claimed that the night safari, which is a flagship project of an ambitious tourism plan for Chiang Mai, was not carried out in accordance with the law and had a negative impact on the local people. Members of NGOs affiliated with the ‘Khon Hak Jiang Mai’ (People Loving Chiang Mai) Network were among those who filed the suit.

   Aside from Thaksin and Plodprasop, the latter being a permanent secretary of the National Resources and Environment Ministry, the petition also named as defendants the executive committee and the director of Designated Area for Sustainable Tourism Administration (DASTA), the government body responsible for developing specific areas for “sustainable tourism”. The Thaksin government in 2003 established DASTA which kick-started its work by developing Koh Chang in the eastern province of Trat into a world-class tourism destination. The agency later came up with other tourism mega-projects in the country, including the Chiang Mai zoo.

    Environmental lawyer Kwanchai Chotephan, serving as legal counsel, said the lawsuit was based on several legal premises. Firstly, the plaintiffs asked the court to nullify a royal decree issued in 2003 that established the organization tasked with developing the night safari and other similar “sustainable tourism” projects on grounds that the decree did not correspond with the Public Organizations Act of 1999.

   Secondly, the petition asserted that Vichit Patthanakosai, deputy director-general of the National Park, Wildlife and Plant Conservation Department, who was acting on behalf of the department’s director-general, did not have the authority to allow anybody to make use of lands within national park grounds. The Chiang Mai Night Safari is located within the Suthep-Pui National Park.

   The suit added that while construction of the night safari grounds contravened Thai national park laws, the keeping of wild animals there is also in violation of CITES (Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora) and constitutes animal cruelty.

   Finally, the petition said that the night safari project was implemented without any environmental impact assessment (EIA) or public hearings as required by law. Moreover, Plodprasop’s appointment as chairman of the organization responsible for sustainable tourism was illegitimate.
   The petitioners urged the court to return the night safari grounds to the jurisdiction of the Suthep-Pui National Park and to retroactively revoke Plodprasop’s appointment.

   In addition, the lawsuit requested a temporary court injunction against any further development of a large-scale elephant tourist park that is expected to occupy a large plot of forest reserve grounds next to the night safari.

   Wildlife Fund Thailand coordinator Nikhom Phuttha said past attempts to point out alleged irregularities in the project had fallen on deaf ears. He pointed out the suit was filed to ensure similar projects in the future would follow legal procedures and ensure public benefit. Nikhom added that environmental groups and locals affected by similar tourism-related developments throughout the country – including the Phu Luang-Phu Rua forest reserve in Loei province, Koh Samet in Rayong and Koh Phi Phi in Krabi – will jointly petition the Administrative Court with the unified aim of dissolving DASTA.   (
CONTROVERSY OVER KHAO LAK TSUNAMI MEMORIAL 

[The Nation: 19.5.06; 20.5.06] – THE government has outlined its aims for the tsunami memorial named "Mountains of Remembrance" to be built in Khao Lak, Phang Nga province, saying it will serve as an educational institute, meeting place for relatives who lost their loved ones and cultural attraction for tourists. But as with other memorial monuments, this ambitious project - one that is surrounded by significant issues of sensitivity – has triggered a debate.

   Designed by a Spanish team, "Mountains of Remembrance" comprises a cluster of five towers designed to look like a temple with stupas rising up from a forest. It will house a meditation centre, a museum, an amphitheatre, restaurants and shops. If the plan goes ahead, the memorial will be erected in Khao Lak Lamru National Park within two years.

   Some architects, artists, designers, educators and government sectors feel the project site - in a pristine forest, facing the sea - will be perfect for education and contemplation, as well as an ideal location for a landmark of contemporary Thai architecture.  But many have raised questions about costs - financial and otherwise.

   Environmentalists have demanded the design details be considered by the National Environmental Board (NEB) before construction starts in the national park. They are concerned that the mega-project will cause ecological problems. During construction, the surrounding national park will surely be affected. And when the museum finally opens its doors, it is likely that huge numbers of visitors will flock into the national park. Currently, one must trek to the proposed site along a narrow 500-metre path through the forest from the main road, and this will have to be significantly expanded for easier access.

   Surapol Duangkha, secretary-general of Wildlife Fund Thailand (WFT), said he was afraid the memorial would be another government project that will disturb forest and wildlife resources in the country. "To build a monument, a road or even a dam inside a national park is no different. It can affect the protected natural resources. The only difference is that the monument might be smaller," he said, adding the NEB should review the "Mountains of Remembrance" project.

   Nisakorn Kositrat, secretary-general of the Office of Natural Resources and Environment Policy and Planning, insisted that,   although the memorial will be built in a national park, an environmental impact assessment was not required. 

   The selection process, led by the Culture Ministry's Contemporary Arts and Culture Office in conjunction with the Association of Siam Architecture and international museum experts, took more than a year and cost almost US$1,25 million. The Spanish firm that created "Mountains of Remembrance" beat out four other finalists, from Finland, the US, China and Australia. Experts estimate the memorial will cost at least US$12.5 million, possibly more. Financial support will come either from the Thai government or through contributions from other countries affected by the tsunami.

   “Do we really need a tsunami memorial museum?” asked Phatarawadee Phataranawik in her ‘Culture Sphere’ column in The Nation and commented:

    “Building such a huge structure inside a national park obviously requires extensive research. Minimizing damage while creating this wonderful, environmentally friendly piece of architecture is obviously the planner's main goal and a major concern of the government. But the builders must balance the need to respect the deep human emotions surrounding the tragedy with respect for the very source of the tragedy, the epic force of nature itself.

   “Simple yet weighted with the power of spiritual reverence, the understated tsunami memorial in the little village of Ban Nam Khem is a good example of this. A collage of terracotta in earth tones, a small memorial wall displays victims' names and is a deeply spiritual place for local fishermen, whose very way of life is in harmony with nature. The giant wave swallowed their homes and lives, but this little memorial has gone a long way towards the epic task of healing their spirits.

   “… ‘Nature is uncertain’ was one of the more important lessons the tsunami taught us, and whatever footsteps we take along the path of remembering this message and restoring lost harmony, respecting nature should be of our utmost concern.”   (
YUNNAN/ CHINA

SHANGRI-LA FOUND AND LOST

“Shangri-La”- by order of the state council of the Chinese government – has not failed  to fascinate travel writers and tourism researchers, and reports on this burgeoning tourist destination frequently appear in the international media. The following is an edited version of an article by Jonathan Watts [The Guardian (UK): 1.6.06]
Flashing red neon tubes light up the way to the karaoke bar in Shangri-la's Paradise hotel, where guests are invited to buy the company of hostesses: 100 yuan (£7) to sing for an hour, 200 yuan for a shared dance. Five minutes further on is the Shangri-la "Old Town", built from scratch in the past two years. The elegantly carved wooden buildings are already full of trinket sellers offering fluffy yaks, prayer beads and ceremonial daggers, while black-market hawkers walk the cobbled streets touting fake Rolex watches and Ray-Ban sunglasses.

   It is probably not what James Hilton had in mind when he dreamed up Shangri-la in his 1933 novel Lost Horizon. But, in one of the most audacious re-branding exercises in history, this scruffy but spectacularly located Himalayan town has been renamed after the British author's fictional utopia and designated a tourist paradise by order of the Chinese government. 
   The transformation of this once remote community into a sightseeing hub is part of a new phase of China's economic expansion, which is taking the modernization drive into some of the most remote places on earth.

   For most of the past 50 years, this fertile plain, ringed by snow-capped mountains and home to a rich mix of ethnic communities, was designated as Zhongdian, a county in the Diqing Tibetan autonomous prefecture of north-west Yunnan prefecture. In 2001, the state council announced that Xiang-ge-ri-la - the Mandarin rendition of Shangri-la - was to be marked on all maps in the place previously occupied by Zhongdian.

   Now that paradise has been found, it has been overrun. In the year before the name-change, Shangri- la received 20,000 visitors. Last year, the number surged to 2.6 million. 
   Formerly inaccessible except by a mountain road, the town can now be reached by flights to the new Zhongdian airport, which is being expanded in the expectation of a tripling of visitors over the next 15 years.

   This is putting enormous pressure on the environment. Shangri-la is the gateway to the Three Parallel Rivers national park, a world heritage site where three of Asia's great waterways - the Yangtze, Mekong and the Salween - run within 50 miles of each other. The Nature Conservancy, a US-based NGO, says this is among the most diverse temperate regions in the world with more than 7,000 plant species and climates ranging from subtropical to alpine (see also below: ‘The Last River’).

   But tour buses now speed through the grasslands formerly occupied only by wild boar and yaks. Cable cars have been built on the azalea-bedecked hillsides and new hotels are under construction. Among the new arrivals is the upmarket Banyan Tree resort, which is fully booked for the next two months despite a starting price of more than £200 a room (see also new frontiers 12[2]). At 3,500 metres above sea level many guests need to be given oxygen to fend off altitude sickness.

   Local officials welcome the economic benefits that tourism brings to a formerly impoverished area. According to the Shangri-la government, revenues have risen sixfold in the past 10 years to more than 2 billion yuan. But they acknowledge that the 60 per cent annual increase in tourist numbers is putting enormous pressure on the fragile environment.

   Conservationists face a losing battle against the 100 tour operators, hotel chains and travel agents in Shangri-la that are keen to grab a slice of the 50 billion yuan budget allocated by Beijing to develop tourism in Shangri-la in the next decade. "Overall tourism is good. If we didn't have this, we would rely on logging or mining, which are more destructive," said Ziren Pingcuo, a Tibetan photographer and environmental activist. "But it is hurting the ecology, it is ruining the atmosphere of sacred places, and not enough of the benefits are passed on to local people."

   It is the same story across China's least developed - and most beautiful - regions, which are now opening up to foreign visitors and domestic tourists from the wealthy eastern seaboard. In the past five years, the number of domestic tourist visits has increased from 744 million to 1.2 billion.   (
SPECIAL REPORT: THE LAST RIVER
Ola Wong is a Shanghai-based journalist from Sweden; her article ‘The Last River’ based on a research trip from Liuku to Gongshan in January 2006, originally appeared in Swedish in Ordfront Magasin (April 2006) and was then posted at 
Three Gorges Probe news service’s website (22 June 2006).

CHINA plans to exploit the power of Southeast Asia's last great wild river by building a giant staircase of dams stretching from Tibet down through Yunnan province. A region of unique natural and cultural wealth is under threat. 

   The Nu River valley contains representatives of 25 per cent of the world's animal species, and more than half of China's, including endangered species such as the snow leopard and the red panda. This stretch of the river runs parallel to the Lancang (Mekong) and Jinsha (Yangtze) rivers. The nature here is so exceptional that UNESCO has put the Three Parallel Rivers on the UN world heritage list. 

   But with cascades of dams planned for all three rivers, the dramatic canyons are destined to become power generators for the rich east coast under China's program aimed at sending electricity from the west to the east. The Huadian power company is banking on the Nu River project to produce more electricity than the Three Gorges dam on the Yangtze River.

   The biggest dam in the Nu River series is planned for the nature conservation area of Maji. Engineers from the drilling teams and an official working with the project revealed that the dam will be 300 metres high, which would make it one of the tallest in the world. It would drown the valley's old growth forest, and turn the river into a giant bathtub.

   The population of the Nu valley is a mosaic of 13 minority groups. The villagers, who belong to the Lisu minority, say that all they have been told is that they must not disturb the workers. They want to continue living in the valley, but no one has asked them what they want. In all, 50,000 people will have to be relocated when the river is harnessed. And more than 20,000 people are to be forcibly resettled into the world heritage area when the city of Gongshan is abandoned. UNESCO has expressed "strong concern" about the Nu River project.

   Last August, 99 individuals and 61 Chinese organizations signed an open letter urging the Chinese government to save the Nu River. They wrote that China has already exploited its water resources more than any other country and yet continues to invest heavily in large-scale dam-building. 

   Biodiversity and the natural beauty of Yunnan province face paying the steepest price. Only two wild rivers remain in China today: the Yaluzangbu in Tibet, and the Nu. In all of Southeast Asia, only one wild river remains: the Nu/Salween.

Read Ola Wong’s full report at: 

http://www.threegorgesprobe.org/tgp/index.cfm?DSP=content&ContentID=15703
