Will Angkor Wat survive the invasion of mass tourism?

The temples of Angkor, those incredible monuments which have survived more than 1,000 years, including periods of great turbulence and decay, are now confronted by the greatest challenge of all - mass tourism.
Tom Fawthrop

CAMBODIA, traumatised for decades by famine, war and genocide, certainly did not appear to have any potential as a mass tourism destination. But once the Khmer Rouge war was over in 1998, everything changed.

By 2003 the niche market of danger tourism on the edge that had long attracted backpackers, had been totally eclipsed by  more orthodox travel promotions of Cambodia's unique heritage - the amazing temple complex of Angkor nestling only 7 km  by road from the once-sleepy provincial town of  Siem Reap.

The temples that once belonged to the ancient empire of Angkor date from the 9th to 15th centuries.They were built by the Khmer kings as both religious shrines and emblems of political power - the symbols of an empire that dominated South-East Asia stretching from Vietnam in the east to parts of Burma in the west.

After the Pol Pot regime, the former curator was reinstated in 1979 and despite the Khmer Rouge insurgency in the 1980s a trickle of visitors was able to set eyes on the Angkorian temples again. It was designated a World Heritage Site by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) in 1992.

In 2003 only 270,000 visitors came to Cambodia. But in three years a tourist boom had catapulted the figure to over a million, and the grand temple of Angkor Wat had become a 'must-see' according to all the major guidebooks on Asia.

Package tours especially from Asian countries - China, Korea, Taiwan and South-East Asian countries - have brought multitudes of visitors to clamber over Cambodia's precious and fragile antiquities.

These incredible monuments have survived up to 1,000 years including long periods of turbulence and decay. The ghosts of Angkor have witnessed the decline of empire, Siamese invasion, US bombing and the Khmer Rouge genocide. They have even survived commercial plunder in the 1990s by the real-life tomb-raiders stealing Cambodian artifacts to be sold in Bangkok's antique shops. More than enough ordeals to impel these ancient stones to cry out with anguish and pain!

But now in the 21st century the temples confront perhaps the greatest challenge of all - mass tourism. Siem Reap airport is constantly being extended to accommodate wide-bodied jets. In 2002 technical advisers urged the moving of the airport further away from the temples and the construction of a second airport.

 Too many planes flying too near the temples can cause irreversible strain and damage to the masonry. But plans to protect the temples from the rapid expansion of direct flights to Siem Reap, as with so many other areas of concern for conservation and the environment, have been shelved in the headlong dash after the tourist dollar.

Over 100 hotels have sprung up in a matter of a few years with little regard to water use, safe sewerage disposal and environmental safeguards.  Water is scarce and a lot of it is suddenly needed for all those thousands of new showers and toilets. Hotels are now pumping water from underground.

At a recent symposium in Siem Reap organised by the Japanese Conservation Team for Safeguarding Angkor, experts warned that the famous Bayon temple was in danger of collapsing, despite having endured 800 years. It sits on sand that is suddenly sinking, due to the amount of water being drawn off from underneath it.

The massively-heavy temples may sink, as groundwater is pumped away by the incessant demand of new hotels. 'Nobody has really studied that,' admits Mr Teruo Jinnai, UNESCO chief representative in Cambodia. 'The question is whether it can accommodate mass tourism.'

Japan is expected to fund a new water-supply project in the years ahead.

How the tourism boom does little or nothing for the poor majority

With multi-million-dollar hotel investments and constructions crowding the airport road into Siem Reap town, the casual visitor might assume that the citizens of one of Cambodia's poorest provinces are having their living standards greatly enhanced  by their proximity to  Angkor Wat.

After all, Angkor is now firmly established among the wonders of the world alongside the Taj Mahal, the Great Wall of China and the Pyramids of Egypt.

Many economists claim that tourism brings development and prosperity and improves living standards. But in Siem Reap province, although hotel expansion has provided some new jobs, for the vast majority of poor farmers in the province, there has been no benefit at all.

Quite the contrary. Land prices and food prices have increased, not living standards. The poor residents of Siem Reap town have increasingly been pushed out, unable to cope with rising costs and increasing rents.

The major beneficiaries of unregulated mass tourism are international hotels, foreign airlines, travel agencies and business companies based in neighbouring Thailand and other countries. For every tourist dollar from visitors to Cambodia, it is estimated that 80 cents leak out of the country. And most of the remaining 20% is greedily grabbed by local business mafias and the ruling elite.

It is no surprise that the World Bank is full of praise for Cambodia's economic growth and tourist boom, given that its deregulated economy based on neo-liberal prescriptions almost exactly conforms to Bank advice and pressures.

 Little of the money being generated by the tourist boom is ploughed back either to the Cambodian people or to help conserve the temples. Education and public health services are still as under-funded as ever, with illiteracy rife in many parts of the province. There are only 13 secondary schools and no state universities in Siem Reap. In Cambodia the government does not invest in the nation's future - its children. Instead everything is left to the private sector and they prefer to put the money into new scenic golf courses with a view of Angkor Wat.

Non-governmental organisations (NGOs) have attempted to curb some of the worst effects of free-market tourism. Other NGOs work in child protection and with orphans. UNESCO also runs courses for tourist guides on ethical tourism.

The Heritage Watch group* has increased public awareness of the importance of protecting culture and heritage. Its aim is to bring together locally-based private, public and non-governmental sectors in a nationwide collaboration to promote responsible tourism, while encouraging businesses to promote the arts, culture, heritage and development projects in Cambodia.

An additional component of the Heritage Watch project, the Heritage Friendly Tourism Campaign, was launched in January.

'The idea behind the campaign is to raise awareness of the fragility of heritage and the need for travellers to be responsible when they visit archaeological ruins,' the group's founder, Dr Dougald O'Reilly, says.

'We also hope to discourage people from purchasing antiquities and to broaden their travel experience outside of just Angkor.'

A sustainable model of tourism would promote Khmer communities, traditional crafts and culture to a far greater extent while ensuring an equitable distribution of wealth.

Only strong pressure from Cambodians concerned about the erosion of their heritage in the name of development can stop the damage being inflicted by a free-for-all scramble engendered by the mass tourist market.
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*  Heritage Watch publishes an excellent magazine called Touchstone.

