31 December 2004

Tourism and the tsunami disaster with a focus on Thailand

Dear colleagues and friends,
 
The devastating effects of the powerful tsunami that hit the coastal lines of the Indian Ocean is a big shock to the world. But it appears that, as so often before, incompetence, greed and bureaucratic bungling have made the natural disaster worse. And once again, the tourism industry is playing a very problematic role in this drama that is still ongoing. 
 
Ironically, Thailand’s tourism authorities are currently running a promotional campaign under the slogan “Happiness on Earth”. But the country’s powers-that-be have obviously learned nothing from the “We don’t have AIDS” debacle, “We don’t have bird flu” debacle, “We don’t have terrorists” debacle and so on. However, the international community has taken note with grave concern that a tsunami warning in Thailand was very well possible but may have been halted in order “to protect” tourism. Experts say that ringing the alarm bells following the news about the earthquake off the coast of northern Sumatra could have saved thousands of lives, reduced injuries and reduced some of the property damages. The first part of today’s Clearinghouse covers this issue.
 
In the aftermath of the tsunami, there were repeatedly calls from local community workers and activists in southern Thailand complaining that government agencies concentrated rescue work in the major beach resort areas – in Phuket, Phi Phi Islands and Khao Lak, for example –, while other local communities were desperately waiting for help. Only three days after the tsunami attack and after international rescue teams had moved in, reports began to surface about the immeasurable losses and hardships faced by locals in the neglected areas. To highlight this extremely sad experience, we have in the second part of this documentation a Bangkok Post article under the headline “Villagers bitter after being left in the lurch.” 

 
On the other hand, it took the corporate tourism industry only a few hours to throw on their propaganda machines at full speed in order to lure back tourists as soon as possible. The Pacific Asia Travel Association (PATA) issued a statement, saying “Most of Asia unaffected by Tsunami”, but then listed Asia’s most important coastal and marine tourist destinations, all of which were devastated by the giant waves. Other hotel and resort businesses in affected areas of South and Southeast Asia were quick to downplay or even deny the damages of their facilities. With no remorse for the thousands of dead bodies piling up on the beaches, they were keen to get out the message to the world that everything was getting back to normal so there was no need for sun-seeking holidaymakers to cancel their trip. This kind of conduct clearly shows the insensitivity and self-centredness of the industry in the face of this incredible tragedy for all – foreign tourists and locals, rich and poor. 
 
The Thai government has already announced that the re-construction of the tourist industry on the Andaman coast in the South will be an absolute priority, and huge amounts of money are being allocated for this purpose. In addition, more tax payers’ money will be spent on promotional campaigns, road shows, etc. to persuade people abroad that southern Thailand is still a tourist paradise – and not hell!
 
Many thousands of people are at risk of losing their jobs in the service sector, temporarily or permanently, and so it is important that they get help. But it needs to be pointed out that there are many more people who have been working in the fisheries industry and other sectors. They are also reduced to poverty and destitution by the natural disaster. Unfortunately, many of these people had earlier become impoverished and marginalized because of tourism. After having lost their land and livelihoods to resort and golf course developers and trying to eke out a living in a new place, they now have to start from scratch again - if they have survived the tsunami attack. 
 
As the Thai government is set to nurture a tourism monoculture again, who is going to take care of all the people who are not part of the tourist trade? Would it not be the time to explore strategies to reduce the dependencies on tourism, diversify the economy and build more secure and sustainable livelihoods for the majority of the people? This question regarding alternatives TO tourism (in contrast to "alternative tourism") has been raised many times, also following the 11 September attacks and the Bali bombing, but to no prevail. Yet, I feel it is necessary to pose this question again and again because it simply does not make sense and can be outright dangerous to maintain this narrow focus on this fickle business called tourism. It is regrettable that even an international NGO appears to go for “tourism-or-nothing” in an appeal that deals with the tsunami crisis - just showing concern for the vulnerable people in the tourism sector, while ignoring the rest. 
 
The last part of this Clearinghouse forms a Bangkok Post Editorial that provides some food of thought about what has gone wrong with Thai tourism in the past and some of the mistakes that should be avoided in future.
 
Yours truly, 
Anita Pleumarom
Tourism Investigation & Monitoring Team (tim-team)
---------------------------

Part 1

Summary from an article in The Nation 28-12-2004:

TSUNAMI WARNING REJECTED TO PROTECT TOURISM  

Just minutes after the earthquake in the Indian Ocean on Sunday morning, Thailand’s foremost meteorological experts were sitting together in a crisis meeting. But they decided not to warn about the tsunami “out of courtesy to the tourist industry,” writes the Thailand daily newspaper The Nation.

The experts got the news around 8:00 am on Sunday morning local time. An hour later, the first massive wave struck. But the experts started to discuss the economic impacts when they discussed if a tsunami warning should be issued.

The primary argument against such a warning was that there had not been any floods in 300 years. Also, the experts believed the Indonesian island Sumatra would be a “cushion” for the southern coast of Thailand. The experts also had bad information; they thought the tremor was 8.1. A similar earthquake occurred in the same area in 2002 with no flooding at all.

One expert The Nation spoke with also noted that the department had only four earthquake experts among their 900-strong meteorological department. A second told The Nation that a tsunami warning was discussed but that because of the risk, they opted not to issue a warning.

“We finally decided not to do anything because the tourist season was in full swing,” the source said. “The hotels were 100 percent booked. What if we issued a warning, which would have led to an evacuation, and nothing had happened. What would be the outcome? The tourist industry would be immediately hurt. Our department would not be able to endure a lawsuit.”

The Scotsman of 28 December adds:

Thailand May Have Delayed Tsunami Warning to Save Tourist Trade

(shortened version)

Thailand’s Meteorological Department may have delayed sounding a tidal wave warning for fear it could damage the country’s lucrative tourism industry, officials indicated.

Sulamee Prachuab, who heads the department’s Seismological Bureau, said the agency needed to be cautious because the government’s tourism agency deems that such warnings would hurt tourism if a predicted natural disaster didn’t occur.

The department did issue warnings of the impending tidal wave Sunday, but broadcasts beamed to tourist resorts in the country’s south underestimated the threat, and a website caution was not posted until three hours after the first deluge hit southern Thailand’s resorts.

“[Some] years ago, the Meteorological Department issued a warning of a possible tidal wave after an earthquake occurred in Papua New Guinea, but the tourism authority complained that such a warning would hurt tourism,” Sumalee said.

Tourism is Thailand’s number one foreign income earner, and Thai government officials are extremely sensitive about any news they perceive as damaging the cash cow.

Responses to press reports that tsunami warnings were halted for the sake of Thailand’s tourist industry (excerpts from letters and other comments)
What is the foreign exchange value of a life?

You have a headline in your newspaper (The Nation) that says “Warning rejected to protect tourism”. A warning could have been issued that could have saved countless lives, including the King’s grandson. It seems like money was the motivation for not warning the tourists or residents of all those beach resort towns. It reads just like the scenario from the movie “Jaws”, in which town officials do not want to scare away tourists and lose all that money. So a few may be eaten! Who cares!

Well, those responsible for not issuing that warning should pay the price for such gross negligence in performing their duties on behalf of the public, citizens and tourists. Thailand will lose the respect of countries and tourists around the world for years to come when the truth starts to spread out. How can anyone expect to be safe in Thailand when the government does not do its job. 

Eric L Nelson

Bangkok

Horrendous failure of our national warning system

It was out of fear of being subjected to social and political pressure that the government agencies concerned decided to resort to negligence of duty – to expose hundreds of thousands of people to grave danger – in order to protect their own social status. It is a testimony to the erosion of courage and commitment to professionalism throughout the entire country.

Had the officials in charge that morning been working with a clear-cut, well-rehearsed and properly communicated procedure, a tsunami warning would have been sounded. It shouldn’t have mattered to the experts that such a warning might inconvenience hotel owners or tour operators in the South. They shouldn’t have even worried about negative feedback from certain quarters that the agency was too quick to push the panic button. They have a job to do, and a very important job it is too, one that concerns the safety of every citizen in this country.

Sutichai Yoon

Chief editor of The Nation 

Who will take responsibility for negligent response?

Someone must be held accountable for the mishandling of information that lead to the thousands of deaths in the south of Thailand. Two years ago a similar quake of less magnitude hit the same area. The Meteorological Department issued warnings of possible tidal waves for the southern coast of Thailand. The tidal waves never arrived, but the general consensus was that “it was better safe than sorry”. If one remembers, the Meteorological Department was later reprimanded by the PM for causing a disruption to the tourism industry and went on to say that Thailand has not experienced a tidal wave or tsunami for over 300 years and was not likely to experience any in the near future.

This time decisions were made based on the events of 2002. It was decided that the tourism industry should not be disrupted, as it was the policy of this PM and this government to promote tourism at all costs. In addition, this knowledgeable PM has already ensured that it was unlikely that a tsunami would hit Thailand. Therefore warnings were never issued, resulting in thousands of deaths, including a grandson of His Majesty the King. So, will anyone be held accountable for deciding that lives were worth risking for the purposes of tourism? 

Police Lt-Colonel Anantachai Hansasuta (Retired)

Bangkok

Tsunami warning system a good investment

I was confused by the magnitude of the loss of life – after all it took more than an hour for the tsunami to arrive in Thailand after the earthquake. Reuters news service enlightened me.

The Pacific Tsunami Centre in Los Angeles and the US National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration in Honolulu continuously monitor seismic activity (http://www.prh.noaa.gov/ptwc/). They tried desperately to find someone in Thailand to inform. They failed to find anyone who could take action. Walking 15 minutes from the beach to high ground would have saved the vast majority of casualties, even though the physical devastation could not be prevented. There was plenty of time.

The Thai people should call on the Thai government to take immediate steps to set up a tsunami warning system on all beaches. Simple and inexpensive siren systems are used in Japan and the United States – all else that is required is a chain of communicationhj via telephone numbers that turn on the sirens.

Bruce Janis 

Chiang Mai  

----------------------------------

Part 2

Bangkok Post, 29-12-2004

VILLAGERS BITTER AFTER BEING LEFT IN THE LURCH 

By APIRADEE TREERUTKUARKUL 

Nam Khem in Takua Pa district's Tambon Bang Muang, is desperately searching for his mother, two uncles and two sons who were dragged, along with their whole village, by huge tidal waves into the Andaman Sea.

He has looked for his family members, believed to be dead, for three days without any outside assistance. No rescue teams have come to the area. The government and the military has sent no-one to the village to help search for bodies that may be buried in the flooded and muddy beaches.

Mr Suthon said he could see huge tidal waves swallowing the village while he was sailing in the sea. He survived because the tide rolled his boat into the nearby Kor Khao island. He rushed back to the village after the water receded.

''As soon as I reached the village, my heart sank. The whole village was gone and so were all my family members,'' he said. ''It is the worst catastrophic of my life because those killer waves took everything from me, my family, houses and belongings, in a blink of an eye.''

Mr Suthon is among just a few Ban Nam Khem residents to have survived Sunday's tidal waves. Not only the village, but the whole community of about 2,000 families has perished, he claimed.

The old community was once full of Buddhists and Muslims who had come from all corners of the country to live and work in tin mines decades ago. The place had now turned into a graveyard. Only the wreckage of buildings which use to house a fresh market and a movie theatre, were now standing close to the muddy beaches. The survivors had lost all hope of finding their loved ones. The longer those bodies were left in the debris, the more difficult to would become to identify them because they had already been there for more than three days, he said.

Santisak Krutamala, 34, another resident of the village, blamed the government and accused it of neglecting the local people who were in urgent need of state help. The government has only cared to order rescue teams to assist tourists at famous seaside resort towns along the coast of Krabi, Phangnga and Phuket, he said.

''Had the authorities come to help villagers as soon as the waves had stopped, the number of dead at Ban Nam Khem would not be this many and we would not have had trouble searching for our families,'' he said. A Nakhon Si Thammarat-born villager said he had no hope of finding his parents' bodies for funeral rites.

Chaow Doungmanee, 65, a Chumphon resident who volunteered to search for the dead at the village said he was very disappointed with the government. Thousands of villagers at Ban Nam Khem alone disappeared in the tidal waves but he could see no rescue workers coming. Bodies have piled up at the nearby Bang Muang and Yan Yao waiting for doctors to identify them.

''The government is to blame for reporting a false number of casualties, taking care of only tourists and treating local people like they were not Thais,'' he said.

---------------------------

Part 3

Bangkok Post, 29-12-2004

THINGS NEED NOT HAVE BEEN SO BAD  

(shortened version of an Editorial)

Jeff McNeely, chief scientist with the World Conservation Union (IUCN) based in Switzerland, hit the nail on the head when he attributed the enormous loss of life from Sunday's killer tidal waves that struck many countries of South and Southeast Asia to the human intrusion on natural shorelines. The IUCN environmentalist has lived for several years in Indonesia and Thailand. He no doubt saw for himself a lot of unhealthy development along these countries' coastlines and so had no difficulty in explaining why the tidal waves created by the earthquake in northwest Sumatra could have caused such widespread disaster among communities along the Indian Ocean rim.

Mr McNeely was simply stating the facts when he described Sunday's catastrophe as ''nothing new for nature''. He also was absolutely correct when he said that what made this natural phenomenon a disaster was that people now were occupying parts of the geography that they should not.

Fifty years ago, the coastline rimming the Indian Ocean was occupied only by fishermen, not huge tourist hotels and associated attractions. As the tourist facilities mushroomed, and shrimp farms and other such ''developments'' also competed for space, the coral reefs and mangrove forests which provided a natural barrier against heavy seas were cleared away. This is very much the case along Thailand's Andaman coast, especially in Phuket, Phangnga and Krabi _ the provinces hit hardest by the killer tidal waves which struck with such merciless force late on Sunday morning. Much of the coastline where many of the tourist facilities stood before that great leveller, Mother Nature, struck was once public land and forest reserves.

The tourist establishments were allowed to put down roots using dubious legal documents on land, which should be preserved in perpetuity as protected coastline or as offshore natural resources. The authorities were happy to turn a blind eye to these ill-conceived and often illegally developed facilities while they continued to attract free-spending tourists from around the world to Thailand's beach resorts. But now that many of those tourists have been killed here, with all the damaging publicity that this will generate worldwide, perhaps these same authorities might be reconsidering their judgment.

There is clearly much to be learned from took place on Sunday. It would make no sense at all to embark once again on development patterns that contributed to such heavy losses. The public and private sectors must realise that exploiting our coastal resources for tourism can carry a heavy price tag. Unchecked encroachment on our beaches and other areas of coastline to build tourist resorts perpetuates a disastrous trend of destroying our natural resources and confirms the IUCN expert's statement that we are undermining our own natural protection from the likes of Sunday's disaster.

--------------------------------

NOTE: The articles introduced in this Clearinghouse do not necessarily represent the views of the Tourism Investigation & Monitoring Team (tim-team).
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