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THE REGION

ADB PROJECT TO TACKLE UNSAFE MIGRATION AND TRAFFICKING IN THE GMS

[ADB: Jan. 2006] - A REPORT of the Asian Development Bank funded project “Preventing the Trafficking of Women and Children and Promoting Safe Migration in the Greater Mekong Sub-Region” (RETA6190 Progress Report Jan 2006 Final.doc) covers the aspects of tourism development, infrastructure development and its impact on migration processes and trafficking. 

   In Cambodia, land alienation was identified as a major cause for internal migration. Referring to Ratanakiri province, the report states “that loss of land, and therefore livelihood and social fabric appears to be the single, greatest factor contributing to the vulnerability of ethnic minority groups”.

   The research conducted by Phil Marshall and Aarti Kapoor found that many of the areas affected by the development projects were previously quite remote and are inhabited by a wide range of ethnic minority groups who have so far maintained their traditional lifestyles. While the ADB-funded projects aim to bring increased economic opportunities to hitherto undeveloped areas, the increased exposure of Indigenous communities to outside forces will inevitably change their lifestyles and make them more vulnerable to problems such as displacement and trafficking.

   The case study in Ratanakiri showed that most migration takes place from rural areas to the provincial capital Banlung. It found that whereas tourism development offers significant potential for increased incomes, it also contributes to rising land prices. This exacerbates conflicts of land use and management of natural resources.  In addition, as land speculation and cases of illegal land acquisition are on the rise, local people are facing dispossession, disruption of community life and other forms of impoverishment. The loss of land, livelihood and secure community life increases people’s vulnerability to a range of serious problems, including unsafe migration and trafficking.   

   Tourism growth in Ratanakiri also shows first signs of a burgeoning sex trade. There is evidence of increasing prostitution, in terms of both demand and supply, as well as other forms of sexual exploitation. (See also Yunnan section on ‘Human Trade’)  (
BIRD FLU OUTBREAK RENEWS FEARS AMONG TOURISM PROMOTERS

[Bloomberg-News: 17.8.06; Voice of America: 1.8.06; Forbes Online: 9.8.06] - A VARIANT of the H5N1 bird flu strain found in southern China has caused new outbreaks in poultry in Thailand and Laos, suggesting the virus was re-introduced through trade, the UN Food and Agriculture Organization said in a statement. 

   Avian flu killed two people in Thailand in July in provinces where the virus sickened fowl in the country's first outbreak this year. H5N1 was also found in birds on farms near the Laotian capital, Vientiane. 

   New infections create chances for the virus to mutate into a pandemic form. Therefore, the Thai government declared bird flu a national threat and vowed united efforts to tackle the deadly virus, which has claimed 16 lives in the country since its first outbreak here in 2004. 

   “Bird flu is a national threat. If we fail to contain the outbreak of bird flu, it could spell disaster for our country,” said Deputy Prime Minister Chidchai Vanasathidya. “Tourists would not come here and the outbreak of bird flu could wreck our poultry industry,” he added. 

   Tourism representatives in Thailand have also expressed concern after the recently reported bird flu deaths in the country.  Tour operators have urged the government to take action to wipe out bird flu before October, the start of the peak tourist season.

   The re-emergence of the virus has renewed fears that the disease could wreak havoc on the country's $12 billion tourism industry. Operators fear the tourists could stay away from the region if the virus spreads.  The SARS outbreak in 2003 dramatically reduced the number of visitors in a matter of weeks.  

   John Kodlowski of the tourism industry's Pacific Asia Travel Association (PATA), said the SARS experience and the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami taught Southeast Asian governments the importance of quickly communicating and addressing health risks. He said in the case of bird flu, officials appear to be doing a good job. 

   The Thai government insisted that the latest outbreak of bird flu could be controlled and also pledged to help  neighbouring countries fight the disease.   (
CAMBODIA

TOURISTS ON THE KHMER ROUGE GENOCIDE TRAIL 

The following is a shortened version of an article by Associated Press correspondent Denis D. Gray [AP: 13.8.06]

Call it crass, macabre or educational, but Pol Pot's shabby grave and a towering stack of his victims' skulls are drawing a growing number of visitors to Cambodia's genocide trail. These and other relics of the Khmer Rouge reign of terror are the grim counterpoint to Angkor Wat, Cambodia's world-famous ancient temple. Some decry it as ‘dark tourism’ and ‘a Khmer Rouge theme park,’ while officials and private entrepreneurs argue that it will reap tourist dollars for an impoverished nation.

   The latest station on the circuit is Anlong Veng, the final stronghold of the Khmer Rouge and its leader, Pol Pot, who turned the country into a vast slave labour camp, in which as many as two million of their fellow Cambodians perished from disease, starvation and relentless executions in the mid-1970s.

   "Cambodia is known to the world for two things — Angkor Wat and the 'killing fields.' Some believe one came from God and the other from hell," says Youk Chhang, a leading researcher of Khmer Rouge atrocities.

   This scruffy town in northwest Cambodia once housed one of the 20th century's largest assemblages of mass killers. Now, following up on a government order to preserve Khmer Rouge sites, officials are planning to restore nearly 40 houses of former Khmer Rouge leaders and build a museum where the guides are ex-soldiers of the ultra-communist movement.

   "Pol Pot was cremated here. Please help to preserve this historical site," says a Ministry of Tourism sign next to a dirt mound bordered by half-buried soda bottles and protected by a rusting iron roof. The hut where Pol Pot died in 1998, the movement collapsing around him, has disappeared.

   Thirty yards away, bulldozers are laying the foundations for a South Korean-built resort with swimming pool. And just down the road, a casino and massive market will cater to visitors from neighbouring Thailand.

   Youk Chhang, who heads The Documentation Center of Cambodia, is concerned that sites such as Anlong Veng will lose their raw, powerful authenticity. "We don't want them turned into Disneylands and seen merely as a source of money," he says.

   A private Japanese enterprise, JC Royal Co., last year won the concession to develop Choeung Ek, the vast killing ground, into a more tourist-friendly place, while the World Bank is completing a wide, paved road to speed tourist buses to the site 10 miles south of Phnom Penh.

   At Tuol Sleng, the notorious torture and interrogation center in the capital, some of the desperate prisoner graffiti has been painted over and Youk Chhang had to dissuade the director from giving all the starkly drab buildings a whitewash. He said the director told him: "Don't worry, brother, they will look old again after two or three years."

   A harsh critic is former King Norodom Sihanouk who last month objected to genocide memorials, which displayed victims' skulls and bones, saying this was done "for the pleasure of tourists." He said it did nothing for the "wandering souls" of those killed and urged that their bones be cremated according to Buddhist custom.

   Tuol Sleng and Choeung Ek, which charge a US$2 entry fee, are on the itineraries of almost every tour company and are expected to be visited by many of the 1.6 million foreign tourists expected in Cambodia this year. Even more interest may be generated next year when the surviving Khmer Rouge leaders go on trial for genocidal crimes before a long-delayed, United Nations-backed tribunal.

   Anlong Veng, only recently cleared of mines, is perhaps the only "living museum" of the horror. Many of its 26,000 inhabitants are Pol Pot's former fighters and officials, some of them missing limbs. Ta Mok, a brutal military commander, lived here until his death last month. Although he was to have stood trial for atrocities, he was a hero in Anlong Veng, and people eagerly point out his humanitarian legacy — schools, clinics, a dam, a sawmill that provided free wood to the poor.

   "The people all love Ta Mok," says his nephew, Cheam Ponlok.

   The commander, whom the Western media dubbed ‘the Butcher’, was seen off by hundreds of mourners and chanting Buddhist monks, and his ashes placed in a tomb in a temple — the newest addition to Cambodia's genocide trail.   (
BRINGING TREES BACK TO ANGKOR 

[Yomiuri Shimbun: 9.8.06] - "CAMBODIA'S Angkor monuments are fantastic in dense forests and are a quintessential feature of Khmer civilization, but the forests around the monuments had been drastically reduced," said Michio Watanabe, who is working hard to help those forests recover.
   Statistics show the forests around the Angkor monuments have decreased from 300 hectares to 17 hectares during the period between 1964 and 2004.

   Watanabe first became involved with the Angkor monuments when he helped with the basic regional planning for the area as a chief researcher of the International Development Center of Japan. Although the project was completed in February, he wanted to see the results and began working on the reforestation of the area as a volunteer.

   "The effects of the former Pol Pot government's tyranny still remain and people are poor. As the roads around the monuments have not been paved, dust is rising in the dry season. I think recovering dense forests may help promote sustainable tourism of the monuments," Watanabe explained.

   The reforestation project began in June with the cooperation of a local NGO and will last for three years. The goal is to plant about 1,600 native broadleaf trees along roads, as well as 300 mango and coconut trees in orchards and school grounds to provide cash income for local people. The project will cost 6 million yen, which includes the publishing of an illustrated book on the importance of environmental preservation.  (
LAOS

TOURISM IN LUANG PRABANG EATS INTO TRADITION

This essay is edited from a longer feature story by Sutthida Malikaew for the Inter Press Service (IPS) programme ‘Imaging Our Mekong’ (www.newsmekong.org, viewed in August 2006)

Duangsavan Boupha, a native of Luang Prabang, has lived in the same house she was born in more than 60 years ago. She inherited the 72 year-old house from her grandparents. Her daily routine begins early each morning with the traditional distribution of alms to Buddhist monks, as is the custom here.

   Duangsavan’s Buddhist customs highlight the well-preserved culture and traditions against the backdrop of French-style architecture of this northern Lao city, an attractive destination for people from around the world. Since 1995, it has been recognized by UNESCO as a World Heritage city.

   The daily alms-giving ceremony is a major attraction in itself, drawing hordes of western tourists onto Duangsavan’s otherwise quiet street. They come to watch Duangsavan distribute alms to nearly 200 saffron-robed monks from the nearby temples, 11 of which line her street alone.

   Duangsavan’s daily routine has not changed much since her childhood. The only change in this ritual over the years has been the sound of camera clicking and flashbulbs going off, as the tourists happily capture the scene for posterity. Humble Duangsavan does not mind this intrusion. Instead, she says, “They appreciate our culture.”

   Duangsavan’s modest house is now an adapted guesthouse that she shares with the foreign guests, earning a small income. However, this arrangement is actually uncommon in Luang Prabang, many of whose house-owners usually move out of town after renting their properties to businesses. This phenomenon has attracted plenty of concern among locals and officials who wonder where the “real life of the city” is going.

   Concerns over renting-and-moving is so great that this made it into the preamble of ‘Plan de Sauvegarde et de Mise en Value’, the French- language version of a report on preserving local heritage. The plan is also available in Lao. The report says that even though World Heritage status and tourism have brought economic benefits to Luang Prabang, they have brought change that could ultimately alter the very character that made this Lao city the historical and cultural gem that it is. Already, many buildings have been converted into hotels, and locals have been migrating out at a slow, but steady, pace. This contrasts sharply with the project’s stated objective, says the report.

   Local city dwellers, seeing more economic opportunities and the development brought by tourism, are loathe to admit the negative effects of becoming a tourist destination. Still, some astute observers do say that these trends could shake up Luang Prabang. 

   Duangdueang Bounyavong, a Vientiane-based historian and cultural expert, wonders whether Luang Prabang’s residents really have an understanding that they are living in a World Heritage City. “Now they do nothing except receive guests from foreign countries,” laments Duangdueang. “The city is full of restaurants and Internet cafés, and even the decoration in front of the shops look like in western countries. There are also too many advertisement posters pasted on walls that block out the beauty of the architecture. Is this the right way of development?”

   While being a World Heritage City has undoubtedly brought Luang Prabang residents economic benefits, it is also slowly eroding their traditional ways – perhaps inexorably. For instance, outside Duangsavan’s home, some local residents can be seen selling food offerings to tourists so they can give these to the monks. Critics say this distorts the message of Buddhism, which asks that those who offer alms to monks do so out of true belief in the religion. The underlying economic exchange introduced by the influx of tourism into this religious practice distorts its message. 

   There are already unflattering descriptions of the ceremony on Internet travel sites. For example, a backpacker wrote to introduce Luang Prabang and the alms ceremony thus: “Wake up early and watch the monk rice-parade.” The language used does not seem to show any respect of the alms ceremony, critics say, adding that these words portray alms offering as part of a cultural ‘show’ instead of the religious ceremony that it is.

  Tara Gujadhur, sustainable tourism advisor for Netherlands Development Organization (SNV) who has been working here for two years in tourism promotion, points out that tourists often disturb the monks’ activities and ceremonies due to lack of cultural understanding. For example, she says, some tourists take pictures of the monks at very close range, zapping monks’ faces with high-power flashbulbs. Other tourists sit on top of tour buses to get observe the ceremony or get a good angle for a photograph – not realising that being on higher ground than monks is a no-no in Buddhist communities.

   “As a World Heritage site, Luang Prabang has more opportunities from tourism and economics, but the government and residents might not yet have thought about the long-term effect of this development,” said Gujadhur.

   Even local handicraft is being affected by the changes in Luang Prabang. Duangdueang worries that commercialization could erode the quality of local goods, wrecking the reputation of heritage cities. “It is true that those who sell things will benefit, but the handicraft they think they could sell more might be of very simple designs. When they need to sell them in a big lot, they might need to make them fast. So we can imagine about the quality and artistic work, which might be lower when you think only of quantity,” she muses. “I wonder whether this kind of thing is destroying local culture.”

   The celebration of Lao traditional New Year in April has also been taking on a commercial flavour, with all the attendant beauty pageants, Duangdueang added. The onset of the contests, she says, often induces young women to skip classes in order to prepare for Miss New Year (Miss Sankhan in Lao) competition. Warns Duangdueang: “By concentrating only on catering to tourism, I’m afraid Luang Prabang people will lose their identity in the end.”

  Francis Engelmann, special advisor with Heritage House, which works to promote and preserve Luang Prabang’s cultural heritage, thinks that after the city became a World Heritage site, “The learning of the Sangha and religious life of the monks are being disturbed, as has been seen in the “Tak Batr” (alms offering) ceremonies which have become a disaster now,” he says. “Some monks feel uneasy with how the tourists behave. A monk said to me ‘we think people behave like we were monkeys in the zoo’.”   ( 

THAILAND

MINISTRY ACTS TO PROTECT LOCAL SERVICE FIRMS

[The Nation: 15.8.06; 28.7.06] – IN the face of increasing services liberalization under the World Trade Organization’s (WTO) scheme and Free Trade Agreements (FTAs), Thailand plans to amend its Alien Business Act (BE 2542) to give greater protection to Thai operators in service industries, including tourism-related businesses.  

   Yanyong Phuangrach, the Commerce Ministry’s deputy permanent secretary, said a number of foreigners had been found to be engaged in a variety of service businesses at the expense of local operators. The ministry therefore plans to add more services to Annex Three of the Alien Business Act, which lists business activities, in which Thais are protected against direct competition from foreigners. Without this protection, Thais may no longer be able to compete, he said.

   The ministry also wants set up terms and conditions for foreign service businesses as well as stricter examination processes to protect consumers, Yanyong added.

   The Alien Business Act categorizes business activities into three annexes. The first covers businesses in which foreign operators are banned, such as farming, forestry, or radio broadcasting. The second lists business activities in which foreigners must ask for permission before starting operations because they have implications for national security, culture and traditions. They include the production and distribution of weapons, antique sales, or Thai traditional arts and crafts.

    Annex Three covers business activities, in which Thais are not yet ready to compete directly with foreigners. The current list includes hotel and tourist guiding among other services such as accounting, legal services, advertising or small and medium-size retail businesses. In this category, the law imposes restrictions on foreign operators - for instance, by setting limits on foreign shareholding.

   The ministry plans to add more service sector businesses to Annex Three, particularly related to activities in which Thai operators have developed an expertise to enable local businesses to be competitive, said Yanyong.

   According to new research by property market leader CB Richard Ellis, foreign property firms and investment funds have become more aggressive to take over projects in Thailand, particularly hotels and resorts as well as office buildings in Bangkok, Phuket and Koh Samui. A spokeswoman for the company, Aliwassana Pathnadabutr, said investors still have confidence in Thailand’s “success in service business, and especially the travel business, so they’ve taken over hotels in tourist destinations such as Phuket and Koh Samui. In the first half of this year, there were eight substantial takeover deals in Bangkok and Phuket; half of them involved investors from Dubai, the United States, the United Kingdom and Germany, she said, adding that more takeovers were under negotiation, involving investments from Singapore, Hong Kong and the Middle East (see also Vietnam section on ‘services liberalization’).   (
SAMUI’S IMAGE TARNISHED BY LAND SCAMS

[The Nation: 20.7.06; 3.8.06; Bangkok Post: 5.8.06] – KOH Samui has been promoted as a paradise island with pristine beaches, lush forests and coconut plantations. When tourism began to boom, land speculators and property developers invaded the island. New hotels and luxury housing projects mushroomed all over. Land prices skyrocketed. Reports about crime and rapid social and environmental decay on the resort island have been mounting in recent times. 

   Last month, a scandal broke over rampant encroachment onto Samui’s protected areas and illegal land ownership by foreigners. Like in many other popular tourist destinations, foreigners use Thai proxies to set up companies here. With a lot of money at their disposal, these foreign property developers buy up land along the beaches and on the hills.

    A property project on Koh Samui called ‘The Peak’ was run by two Thai companies, Great Hills International and Ratchathani, which are subsidiaries of the Bangkok-based Piyavate Hospital Group. They stand accused of acquiring land illegally on in two hill areas on Koh Samui - Khao Dang and Khao Duang Nok -, after advertisements for the sale of large plots of land appeared on a website to draw foreign buyers. The CEO of the Rajthanee Group revealed they initially wanted to build a golf course, but later decided to develop housing units, luxury hotels and a spa.

   Two surveyors with the Samui land office were transferred to inactive posts while a probe seeks to find out if they unlawfully increased the size of ‘The Peak’ resort project. Two British nationals and one Dane – alleged to be members of the international motorcycle gang Bandidos – were arrested on suspicion of illegal land sales.

   ‘The Peak’ case just appears to be the tip of a huge iceberg. Therefore, anti-corruption officials have demanded land ownership checks not only for Koh Samui but all districts of Surat Thani province. But the Governor of Surat Thani expressed concern that a round-up of foreigners allegedly involved in crime could affect the image of this tourist province, which attracts both Thai and foreign investors. The president of the Surat Thai Tourism Association stepped in however, saying this opportunity should be used to bring about order so that investors could be confident they would not have legal problems with land ownership later on.

   The plan to establish a national park on Koh Samui has been hampered by large-scale forest encroachment.  The National Parks, Wildlife, and Plant Conservation Department earlier wanted to consolidate forest land on the island but the latest survey found that encroachment had significantly reduced the land fit for national park status.  ''It's very difficult to declare a new park because the remaining forest area is too small,'' said Forest Department deputy chief Tani Wiriyarattanaporn who is leading a team to examine illegal land acquisition on Samui.

   Samui residents recently petitioned the forestry department to inspect two cases of encroachment into mangrove forests. Forestry officials found that mangroves had been cut down illegally to allow for a property development project. After finishing the land reclamation, the encroachers were likely to try and claim land rights documents over the encroached land. However, the mangroves are a protected public area and issuing land rights documents for part of the forest is prohibited.   (
CHIANG MAI DIVIDED OVER LUXURY TOURISM BOOM

[Agence France Presse : 11.8.06; The Nation: 20.7.06; 1.8.06] – FOREIGNERS who ventured to Thailand's northern city of Chiang Mai in the backpacker heydays of the 1970s found a sleepy city dotted with temples and a few homely guesthouses. Today, the old temples remain, but sprouting up around them are five-star hotels and extravagant resorts, leaving locals divided over the benefits for the historic city. 

   In 1986, 19,000 international visitors passed through Chiang Mai airport. By 2005, this figure had leapt to 176,000. But with the boom comes consequences, and people are concerned about the environmental, social and economic impacts.

   "The government is pushing too much for tourists when we should preserve our city for the locals," said Duongchan Apavatjrut Charoenmuang, a researcher at Chiang Mai University's Social Research Institute. "More people means more garbage and more traffic jams."

   The first sign of the impending luxury hotel explosion was the opening of a Four Seasons hotel in 1995. In 2001 Chiang Mai native Thaksin Shinawatra was elected prime minister, and has been keen to promote his home town as a tourist draw, instigating projects, including the US$24-million Night Safari.

   Chiang Mai's transformation from backpacker hideaway to luxury haunt was confirmed in 2005 with the opening of the US$100-million Mandarin Oriental Dhara Devi all-inclusive resort. Extravagant establishments such as these worry local people, who say that they encourage tourists to eat, sleep and shop in one location rather than at locally-run businesses.

   Seksan Sutthana, a Chiang Mai tour guide of 15 years, questions whether tourists will still be drawn to the city when sprawling shopping malls and high-rise buildings dwarf the traditional sights. "Now, everywhere tourists go they see American food like KFC and Swensens,” he said. “Once everything from the US is opened up here, there is no difference between their home town and here. Why would they come?"

   Viparwan Chaiprakorb, who works at the popular Mae Sa elephant camp just outside Chiang Mai, says she has observed an influx of wealthy tourists. "They get a private jet from the US, stay at the Four Seasons and hire the camp," she said. "On the one hand they want to see something primitive, but they stay in the Four Seasons and come in their Gucci and Louis Vuitton."

   Viparwan further commented that the elephants used to play in the river, but now pollution from the new luxury resorts prevents that. "There is garbage, they have a difficult time getting rid of it," she said. "The quality of water has gone down and we have had floods. The draining system is bad."

   Local residents are concerned that the encroachment of the city into the surrounding forest is destroying natural flood defences, causing increasing destruction during the rainy season. At the end of July, some 5,900 homes flooded after torrential rains.

   Local residents say run-off water from Doi Suthep and Doi Kham are the cause of flash floods. Chaiyaphan Praphasawat, director of the Chiang Mai-based Community Rights Institute, blamed the Night Safari park, as well as the many new buildings and roads for far-reaching environment changes in the city. He also warned that nearby villages were at risk of landslides now that more trees were being uprooted for the development of the Night Safari's new Elephant Park.

   Although the city’s economy is thriving as a result of the five-star tourism boom, local business leaders recently concluded in a seminar that the new prosperity is bypassing ordinary citizens. “Tourism and real estate keep growing, but they just give local people dirt and pollution,” complained the president of the Chiang Mai-Lamphun Real Estate Association, Wachara Tantranonda. He added, “If you wander around Chiang Mai’s Night Bazaar (a major tourist attraction in the city), you’ll see that none of the large-scale businesses are owned by local people.”

   Chalermchart Nakarangkul, deputy president of the Chiang Mai Chamber of Commerce, pointed out that due to the exploding living costs, the middle class was facing increasing debts. “There is a high probability that non-performing loans will increase as a result of middle-income earners’ inability to cover their expenses,” he said.    (
‘LONG NECK’ KAYAN TIRED OF BEING TOURIST ATTRACTIONS

[Chiang Mai Mail: 29.7.-4.8.06; Bangkok Post: 3.8.06] – THE Kayan people (also known as Padaung or ‘Long Neck’ Karen) living in Thailand’s Mae Hong Son province have indicated they would rather go back to Burma, than accede to forcible relocation. The provincial governor’s plan has been to move ‘Long Neck’ Karen people living in three villages to a single village called Baan Huay Pu Kaeng. It is believed that the governor came up with this controversial policy following criticisms that the province exploited the ethnic people for tourism purposes and treated them like animals in a zoo.

   In 2005, 142,520 foreign visitors came to Mae Hong Son that features ‘Long Neck’ Kayan women as a main tourist attraction. But these ethnic proplr receive little if any benefit from the money that tourists spend whilst in the province. There are approximately 70 Kayan families living in Mae Hong Son, inhabiting the three villages: Baan Huay Sua Thao, Baan Nam Phiang Din or Baan Huay Pu Kaeng, and Baan Nai Soi.

   Bangkok Post columnist Sanitsuda Ekachai condemned the treatment of the Kayan as a modern form of slavery. The following are excerpts from her commentary:

   “Like other ethnic groups along the Thai-Burma border, the Padaung [Kayan] have fled war atrocities in their homeland to seek refuge on Thai soil. While other groups were either pushed back into Burma or sent to refugee camps, the local authorities and businessmen are fighting tooth and nail to keep the Padaung in their provinces to attract tourism money.

   While tourists - both foreign and Thai - flock to marvel at the Padaung women's traditional elongated necks encased in brass coils, most of the money goes to local tourism operators and local government officials.

   The Padaung can only bite their lips. Despite their exploitation, their biggest fear is being sent to refugee camps.

   Such human zoos have brought Thailand a constant barrage of criticism from human rights groups around the world. But Mae Hong Son governor Direk Konkleeb believes he can deflect the criticism. Since the harsh living conditions in the three hamlets, where the Padaung currently reside have received so much international attention, he said he would move them to live in one area so the authorities can provide them with better services. It will be easier too for the tourists if the Padaung stay in one place, he added.

   By resettling the different Padaung tribes together in the same area, the tourists will also have a chance to marvel at the tribes' cultural diversity, lauded the tourism officials. 

   The Padaung, however, are unhappy with the forced resettlement plan. They are unhappy with the Mae Hong Son authorities' decision not to allow them to relocate to a third country but to keep them forever trapped in a kind of human zoo.

   Interestingly, the resettlement idea did not come out of the blue. The Padaung had reportedly received an offer to settle in a third country. This, of course, would mean the loss of a big tourist magnet for Mae Hong Son province. 

   Governor Direk reportedly said the Padaung have only three choices: Move to the resettlement area within three months; move to the refugee camp; or be sent back to Burma. If the Padaung really want to relocate to a third country, they must first meet the requirement of having stayed in the refugee camps more than 10 years, he said. 

   In short, the Padaung have no choice. They must stay where they are told to. They cannot leave the restricted area. They must freeze their culture and they are not allowed to pursue a different life.

   If this is not modern-day slavery, what is? Sadly, the Mae Hong Son governor did not see this point. Maybe it is hard when the government keeps telling him - and other provincial governors - that they must do everything in their power to increase tourism income.”   (
VIETNAM

TOURISM SLOPES DOWNWARDS, EXPERTS WARN

[Saigon Economic Times Weekly: 18.7.06; VietnamNet Bridge: 6.8.06] – VIETNAM’S Tourism General Department recently reported a decrease in tourist activity so far this year, indicating that the target of four million visitors can be hardly achieved. Pham Tu, Deputy Director of the tourism agency said that Vietnam received 1.85 million foreigners in the first six months, registering a decrease from the important Chinese and French markets. In the first six months, Vietnam received just 330,000 Chinese, a yearly decrease of 23 per cent. Chinese tourists currently account for 18 per cent of foreign tourists to Vietnam.

   Tu explained that China has recently restricted its citizens’ ability to cross land borders for fears of excessive gambling in neighboring countries. Also, Vietnam airliners have yet had direct flights to large inland Chinese destinations like Shanghai or Guangzhou.

   The Vietnam’s General Statistics Office warned that 85 per cent of international tourists come to Vietnam once and never come back. The country also lacks a long-term advertisement strategy for the nation. Many experts see this shortfall as the most detrimental hurdle on the way to industry take-off.

   Business people and tourism industry advisors recently gathered in Ho Chi Minh City to contribute opinions on the industry’s development needs. 

   According to Mak Djalali, New World Hotel’s General Director, MICE (Meetings, Incentives, Conferences and Exhibitions) tourism has potential to grow in Vietnam. However, currently problems with transport, airlines and locations, coupled with the shortage of conference halls, have hindered the development of such business. Besides that, many other problems have been identified time and again, most commonly visa approval, forced closure of entertainment centres at midnight, and the monotony of package tours.  

   “If Vietnam doesn’t change these things, then it will become difficult to attract international tourists to the country just once, let alone luring them to return,” experts affirmed. 

   Vu The Binh, Director General of the Travel Department of Vietnam National Administration of Tourism admitted that it is very common for provinces to thoroughly exploit tourism locations without investing anything back to ensure sustainable development… Vietnam’s tourism industry lacks of professionalism,” he said. 

   While a lot of investment has been poured into building ugly hotels and sterile resorts, investment to actually improve services quality is almost non existent. In many provinces, there is no planning for protection of tourism sites, leading to the situation in which construction of new buildings and hotels destroys the inherent beauty of the areas they occupy.   ( 

SERVICES LIBERALIZATION POSES HIGH RISKS TO LOCAL FIRMS

[VietnamNet Bridge: 16.08.06] – IN Vietnam, many tour operators will have to either merge with each other or fall victim to global integration, recently warned Nguyen Quang Lan, the director of the Tourism Department in Hanoi. The challenge would begin this December when American tour operators were allowed to open in Vietnam for inbound tourists, he said. Their right to do so was embodied in the bilateral Free Trade Agreement (FTA) between Vietnam and the United States. The challenge would intensify when Vietnam was finally admitted to the World Trade Organization (WTO).

   International tour operators would target Vietnam because of the low amount of capital required, low costs, simple procedures and their thorough understanding of the market, forecast Hanoi-based OSC-SMI Tourism Service Joint Venture Company director Truong Nam Thang. While international operators found ways to penetrate the market, their domestic rivals would be hampered by several deficiencies, he said. These included limited capital, a lack of variety and obsolete technology.

   So far, Vietnam's tour operators have been protected, said Vietnam National Tourism Administration deputy director Pham Tu. Joint ventures were allowed to sell only inbound tours, and the amount of Vietnamese capital in these enterprises started at 51 per cent. But WTO membership would mean that Vietnam had to accept the wholly foreign-owned tourism companies.

   Pham Tu warned that domestic tour operators would meet difficulties when 90-95 per cent of their international tourists had been secured by their international partners. They would be left behind without protection, he said.   ( 

FOREIGN RESORT DEVELOPERS EYE COASTAL AREAS 

[VietnamNet Bridge: 7.8.06] - FOREIGN investors have targeted the coastal provinces of Ba Ria-Vung Tau, Quang Nam, and the central city of Da Nang for large scale projects. US-based Platinum Dragon Empire (PDE) Group in late June surveyed Vung Tau coastal resort city by helicopter to prepare plans for a major tourism-entertainment investment project. PDE aims to evaluate the US$550 million project from the air for the last time before completing investment documents to submit to government for approval, said Uong Si Long, chief representative of Good Choice Import-Export and Investment Company, PDE's local subsidiary. 

   Long said that the project is being timed to capitalize on the expected flood of foreign tourists to Vietnam after the country joins the World Trade Organization (WTO) later this year.

   Also in Vung Tau, the Ministry of Planning and Investment earlier licensed a US Winvest LLC project to build a five-star Sai Gon Atlantic tourism complex worth US$300 million.

   Both projects target Meeting, Incentives, Convention and Exhibition (MICE) tourists from around the world by constructing modern convention centres capable of accommodating thousands of guests for business and leisure.

   In other coastal provinces such as Binh Thuan, Khanh Hoa, Quang Nam and Da Nang, foreign investors are also focusing on tourist investment projects. The latest project involves an international tourism and entertainment complex, a joint venture between Silver Shores (US) and Hoang Dat Company (Vietnam). The project, based in Da Nang, was recently licensed with a total construction value of US$64 million. Slated to be built on Bac My An Beach, the complex will include a five-star 600-room hotel that will house an international convention centre, 50 deluxe villas and a casino that will feature blackjack and baccarat.

   According to the Ministry of Planning and Investment (MPI), total FDI capital in tourism projects in the first six months of the year hit more than US$2.2 billion, according for 38 per cent of the country's total FDI capital. The ministry is also now receiving several applications for tourist service investment projects, including Japanese-invested projects in Lam Dong and Nha Trang with capital running into the billions of US dollars.   (
YUNNAN/ CHINA

CHINA SLOW TO WAKE UP TO HUMAN TRADE

The following article is edited from a story by BBC correspondent  Jill McGivering  [BBC-N: 9.8.06]

AS China opens up, people trafficking is emerging as a growing threat, but officials are reluctant to admit the scale of the problem. In Yunnan province, young women are being sold as wives or to brothels and sweat shops in Thailand. 

   Life in the small Yunnan villages, close to the border with Burma, is very different from other parts of China where the economy is booming. This is a sleepy world of lush rice paddies, hillsides bursting with rubber trees and dotted with Buddhist temples. Many villages here contain ethnic minorities whose language and culture has more in common with northern Thailand than with the Han Chinese. 

   Local people say trade across the border with Burma has fallen. So too has tourism. So for young people growing up in these small hillside villages, there is little opportunity. Every year, thousands of them pack up and leave, heading for China's cities or crossing through Burma to Thailand in the hope of well-paid jobs. Some do make money and come back to the villages to show off their success. That only encourages more young people to follow suit. But for an unknown but perhaps growing number, it all goes horribly wrong. 

   Trafficking is a hugely sensitive subject here. Officials do not really want to talk about it. And neither do victims. It took a lot of negotiating to find a young woman who was prepared to speak out for the first time and tell her story publicly. 

   Qing-qing is 19 now but when she was just seven years old, she and her mother were sold. "A woman my mother knows came to our house with some men we hadn't seen before," she told me. "My mother was tricked. They sold her as a bride to a man in eastern China." The man beat her and her mother, she said, close to tears. At the age of 12, Qing-qing was forced to leave school and go to work. Their ordeal continued for eight years before they managed to escape and come home to their Yunnan village. 

   I asked her if this trafficking of vulnerable women still went on. "Yes," she said. "It's still going on in nearby villages. I know people who went through the same experience as my mother. Later some of them came back to the village to trick other people in the same way. It's become a cycle." 

   It was very difficult to find officials who could give a clear picture of the scale of trafficking. One local Communist Party secretary told us it was certainly a potential threat, as more people migrated, but insisted it did not happen in his small community. But anecdotal evidence is widespread. 

   Long Hai-yu has been studying trafficking in Yunnan's villages for the last two years. She took me to one small village which she asked me not to name. She talked to me about a case there involving two teenage girls who were recruited by strangers at the end of last year. They were promised jobs in a shoe factory in Thailand, she said. But once the men took them across the border, they were blindfolded. The men started to threaten them and demand money from their families. In fact, the two girls managed to raise the alarm and were rescued before they were taken any further, but Long Hai-yu said she thought they would have been sold into the Thai sex industry. 

   Not very much is known about who exactly the traffickers are. Long Hai-yu says they are Chinese people from another province, perhaps Sichuan province. 

   As for numbers, it is impossible to know. Once young girls leave for another country like Thailand, it is hard for their families to find out what has happened to them. Long Hai-yu said that at just one nearby border point about 2,000 people cross into Burma every year. "Many go to work in nightclubs and bars," she said, shrugging her shoulders. "Who knows how many are trafficked?" 

   The Chinese authorities are just starting to take action. Here in Yunnan they have set up the country's first anti-trafficking programme. 

   I watched two young women act out a play, one playing a cruel trafficker and the other a desperate trafficking victim who despairs and finally kills herself. But everyone in the audience got the message. "Trafficking is when your boss doesn't give you all the money he owes you when you leave," said one girl. 

   A man sounded a reassuring note. "There's no need to worry," he said. "The government policy is good. Trafficking can't happen here." But despite the reluctance to talk about it, all the evidence on the ground suggests trafficking is happening. Researcher Long Hai-yu said she was extremely worried. "The pattern is already changing," she told me. "Traffickers are targeting younger and younger girls, as young as 16."   ( 
