4 April 2005

Nias earthquake affects reconstruction work

Dear colleagues and friends,

With the earthquake that devastated the Indonesian island of Nias last week, a new chapter of the post-tsunami tourism drama has opened. In this Clearinghouse, we are sharing with you articles to explore as to how the recent earthquake has affected reconstruction work and tourism recovery in the tsunami-hit region.

Yours truly,

Anita Pleumarom

Tourism Investigation & Monitoring Team (tim-team) 
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http://news.independent.co.uk/world/asia/story.jsp?story=625898
‘HOW CAN THIS HAPPEN TO US AGAIN?’

By Justin Huggler in Medan, Sumatra

The Independent: 03 April 2005

An Australian navy helicopter, ferrying an emergency medical team to the earthquake- devastated Indonesian island of Nias, crashed yesterday killing nine Australian personnel and injuring two others. The accident dramatically underlined the hazards facing those involved in the relief effort in the region.

It also provided a tragic coda to one bit of good cheer earlier in the day, when an Indonesian man who survived nearly five days under the rubble of his house was pulled out by rescuers.

The 42-year-old man, identified only as Hendra, emerged alive from the wreckage a day after rescue workers formally called off the search for survivors. Labourers, employed by the family to keep looking in the ruins of the three-storey house, heard him calling out for help. They alerted the police who fetched Singaporean and Indonesian rescue teams that spent seven hours cutting through thick layers of broken walls and roof.

But there has been little else in the way of good news for the people here. When the second massive earthquake in just three months struck off the coast of Sumatra on Monday night, the people of western Indonesia could scarcely believe it. "How can this happen to us again?" has been the refrain from survivors. Struggling to recover from the Boxing Day tsunami which devastated Aceh province, Indonesians were hit by another major earthquake.

But if seismologists - who released a study warning of more major earthquakes in the area - are right, people here can expect many more big quakes for decades to come.

Yesterday much of the island was in ruins, large areas of the main city, Guning Sitoli, reduced to rubble. Eyewitnesses spoke of bodies still poking up through the ruins, and the stench of death everywhere.No one is sure of the final death count. The Indonesian government has reduced its prediction from 2,000 to around 500. But many relief agencies believe it could still be more than 1,000.

At 8.7 on the Richter scale, Monday's quake was the seventh biggest in the past 100 years. And it occurred under the sea, just 100 or so miles from the epicentre of the huge 9.0 quake that triggered December's tsunami. Everyone thought another wave was coming. Warnings went out and coastlines were evacuated from Malaysia to Sri Lanka. But this time it was a far more familiar story of an earthquake disaster. Not the incredibly widespread damage of the tsunami, but devastation caused by the quake itself, limited to a relatively small area. But with the same cruelty as the Boxing Day tsunami, much of the worst destruction was in remote areas, which relief workers have struggled to reach. Before Monday's quake, Nias was known as a popular surfing resort. Its remoteness was a large part of its charm.

International relief organisations and foreign troops, were already here in large numbers, working on the reconstruction effort in nearby Banda Aceh. But even with the head start, they have struggled to get aid to the island and have been slowed by bad weather.

Food is said to be running out and there is almost no clean drinking water. Outbreaks of diarrhoea were reported yesterday as well as the risk of malaria. Intensely humid, with frequent heavy rain, it is a breeding ground for disease.

One of the lessons of this quake appears to be the value of traditional building methods. Despite fears of widespread deaths on neighbouring islands, Simeulue has reported only 20 deaths, and a tribal chief on the Banyak islands says there have been none there.

The vital difference appears to be that most buildings on Simeulue and the Banyak islands were flimsy traditional structures, which did not hurt anybody when they fell. On Nias, the surfer tourism boom had thrown up a lot of concrete buildings, which collapsed and crushed people.
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http://www.csmonitor.com/2005/0401/p06s02-woap.html
THAI TOURISM LOOKS TO BALI

Thailand is launching a campaign this weekend, with a spiritual component, to lure back skittish travelers.

By Simon Montlake | Correspondent of The Christian Science

Monitor, 1-4-2005

KARON BEACH, THAILAND – Keen for a dose of winter sunshine,

Charlotte Midbom left her doubts behind in Sweden and brought her family of five to Thailand's Phuket island - one of the areas hit by the December tsunami. But her composure fell away on Monday as she found herself on her hotel balcony at midnight, frantically scanning the surf below for signs of another giant wave. 

The danger passed, but Ms. Midbom says she won't be booking another family vacation in Thailand. "It was the worst night of my life. At the time, I told my husband, 'We must leave, we must go,' " she says. "Now we have decided to stay until Saturday ... but I don't think I will come back with my family."

For Thailand, Monday's panic from the magnitude-8.7 earthquake off the Indonesian coast was an unwelcome setback to their campaign to lure back foreign visitors, whose spending sustains islands like Phuket. It came as beach resorts were seeing the first inklings of a recovery in tourist numbers after a huge drop following the Dec. 26 tsunami that killed at least 5,000 people in Thailand. Occupancy rates that slumped to 10 percent in January - normally peak season - were approaching 50 percent of Phuket's 35,000 rooms.

Thai officials tried to put a positive spin on the fact that this time tourists had been warned, and emergency services were mobilized quickly.

"There will certainly be an effect on tourism, so we have to make sure that tourists know we have a good warning system. Japan often has earthquakes, yet it is still a major tourism destination," Udomsai Usawarangkura, Phuket's governor, told reporters.

Safety is only one of the concerns voiced by tourists to Thailand, though. To win back customers, say officials, Thailand needs to dispel the images of death and destruction that flashed around the world after Dec. 26, often long after affected resorts were repaired and back to normal. Hoteliers complain that international media overplayed the tragedy in Phuket, where fatalities were low - a reported 279 - and major damage limited to one beach.

Meanwhile in Indonesia, rescuers continued to look for survivors. Early Thursday, search crews pulled a 13-year-old girl from the rubble of a collapsed five-story building some 52 hours after the temblor. As many as 300 people have been found dead there in the past three days, and the number could rise as high as 500, according to officials. More than 126,000 people were killed in Indonesia by the December tsunami.

Thailand hopes to follow the lead of Bali, which had to repair its image after more than 200 people were killed in terrorist bombings in October 2002. Bali's tourist industry suffered two fallow years before arrivals picked up. Industry experts say Bali offers an example of how to turn around a disaster with targeted incentives for travelers and high-profile campaigns to address its recovery, complete with a spiritual component.

Now Thailand is preparing a series of ceremonies this weekend in Phuket to mark 100 days since the Dec. 26 tragedy. This is the end of the traditional mourning period for Buddhists in Thailand and other Asian countries. Hoteliers say such rituals are important to reassure tourists and comfort foreigners and Thais caught up in the tragedy.

"Bali did a good job of addressing this spiritual aspect, and whatever your religion this is very important, and for our staff as well," says James Batt, general manager of the Laguna Resort in Phuket.

Thai tourist officials last week held a special four-hour ceremony presided over by a South Korean medium to rid Phuket's Patong Beach of "bad spirits." Some Thai travelers also worry about ghosts, as do many local residents, say people here. So Phuket recently staged an overnight soccer contest on another affected beach to show jittery Thais they have nothing to fear.

But luring back Europeans, who make up the bulk of foreign visitors to Phuket, has been made harder by Monday's quake. "European tourists tend to be pragmatic. They want to know if the resort is clean, if the water is safe, is it tidy?" says John Koldowski of the Pacific Asia Travel Association. "And there's the niggling concern that they won't feel comfortable relaxing on a beach when people have suffered so much."

Midbom says her friends in Sweden had warned her to avoid Phuket, claiming that much of the island was in ruins. She had her own reasons to stay away: two family friends died in nearby Khao Lak in the December tsunami.

Finally she booked two weeks in a nonbeachfront hotel and requested a room on the 17th floor. Lingering over breakfast last weekend, she expressed sympathy for Thais who depend on tourism for a living. "The best thing we can do is to visit Thailand as tourists, because they need our money," she says.

Down the hill on Karon beach, Prayat Patiem calls out to the trickle of tourists who pass by his beachfront restaurant. Business is slow, perhaps the slowest in the 21 years since he opened here, he says. Only six people sit at the dozen or so tables, compared to the 100- plus he normally entertains.

Prayat says he's laid off half his staff and has little hope of breaking even this year after the tsunami crashed through his restaurant. "This season I lose everything - my business, my deck chairs. This is a free season," he says, laughing.
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http://www.timesonline.co.uk/article/0,,71-1546204,00.html
Times Online, March 29, 2005

EARTHQUAKE THREATENS THAI TOURISM RECOVERY

By Adam Fresco, The Times

A multi-million pound publicity campaign by the Thai tourist authorities to kick-start their failing economy has been dealt a severe blow as news of the latest Asian earthquake made headlines around the world.

Senior government officials are worried that tourists will believe that the earthquake off the island of Sumatra, Indonesia, will affect Thailand. They have warned that if tourists do not start visiting Thailand in their usual numbers then the economy will suffer so much that some sectors will never recover.

Within hours off the earthquake the Governor of the Tourist Authority of Thailand issued a statement saying that it was business as usual and they had not been effected, but privately officials are worried that tourists will view the earthquake as another sign that it is not safe to visit the region.

One senior tourism official said: "There is a danger that the latest earthquake will deter tourists from coming to Thailand but we want the public to know that Thailand needs tourists more than ever to support the economy and is open for business."

More than 1,000 journalists from around the world are currently being flown to Thailand in an attempt to spread the word that everything is ready for holidaymakers.

In what is thought to be one of the biggest marketing moves in recent memory the government has spent more than £3 million flying television and print journalists into Bangkok before sending them to hotels on several different islands. They want visitors, especially tourists from the UK and Ireland, to know that their country is ready after the devastation of the tsunami on Boxing Day.

Officials fear that the lack of tourists and their money will lead to social problems for the thousands of people who make their living from holidaymakers. This includes thousands of hotel workers and the hundreds of people who sell their goods on or near many of the affected beaches, especially at Patong, a stretch of road in Phuket famous for its cheap goods.

Some are worried that time is running out to remedy the situation. Wichit Na Ranong, President of the Tourism Council of Thailand, said: "In a few months there will be a lot of social problems. We need more work for our people. We need the tourists to come back and spend their money, to restore people's livelihoods, otherwise we could be in trouble."

Last year was a record year for visitors to the area with 620,000 people visiting from the UK and Ireland. In total tourists spent £2.7 billion, a third of the country's income, and this year was meant to be even better.

But at a time when the hotels in Phuket and the surrounding islands should be running at 90 per cent capacity some are only 15 per cent full and most of those guests are foreign police officers and forensic experts who have the grim task of identifying bodies.

More than 80 per cent of rooms that were booked and still operational after the disaster were cancelled by tourists. The irony is that the Tsunami has created the cleanest seas the area has known for 20 years.

In an attempt to keep as many people employed as possible the government is paying for hotel workers to leave their jobs and get more training in their field. Senior managers at the leading resorts are also taking unpaid leave during what should be their busiest time. Rumours of redundancies stalk all the hotels where staff far outnumber tourists.

Juthamas Siriwan, the Governor of the Tourism Authority of Thailand, told The Times: "Thailand has not received any adverse effect as a result of this latest earthquake. It is business as usual. We want to convey the message that everything is OK and back to normal. After the Tsunami it was just bad news every day and we now have to change people's perceptions of our country, if we don't we will be in for bigger problems.

"We are close to having to lay people off and are introducing a number of deals for tourists."

Among those deals are some of the lowest ever fares on to Thailand and on to the surrounding islands. There are 20,000 free tickets in a lucky draw for passengers flying into Thailand. Krabi airport is undergoing a huge building programme to make it into an international airport and to try to increase passenger loads.

At a press conference held in a ball room at the Hilton hotel in Phuket, Khun Ranong told the hundreds of journalists: "The best way to help people here is to get more tourists coming here. And quickly."
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Commentary:

IT IS TOO OUR EARTHQUAKE, SO THERE!

By Phil Macdonald, The Nation, 4 April 2005

It is not often a country hijacks a natural disaster inflicted on another nation and then turns it around to its own advantage. But that’s what the [Thai] government managed to do with the earthquake that hit Nias, off the west coast of Sumatra, last Monday.

With the help of a Thai media gone ga-ga, the Great Earthquake Co-option was an outstanding success. By mid-week all of Thailand was thanking divine providence for their narrow escape from a terrible disaster and applauding the government for its foresight in developing a tsunami early warning system – which it hasn’t– that saved them from a tsunami that never happened.

The lap-dog Thai News Agency [TNA] set the tone: Thailand is “now safe from the feared second tsunami disaster after a strong earthquake hit Sumatra,” it said, much to the relief of an entire nation.

An “urgent” statement from the Meteorological Department “suggested” an immediate evacuation of local residents. The “evacuation of people in the areas at risk was completed in about an hour despite panic and traffic jams”. Local residents and tourists were “evacuated” back to their residences at around 3am.

Running with it 

The TNA then started churning out earthquake/tsunami-related stories that ached with contrivance. In one report, headlined: “Tsunami memorial to go ahead despite earthquake”, the writer actually forgot to write about the earthquake in the story. Here are some others:

News flash! Nothing happened

The earthquake in Indonesia on Monday evening has not affected any of Thailand’s tourist spots, including those in the southern Andaman region, according to the Tourism Authority of Thailand.

Temblor does not cause massive floods

The governor of Kanchanaburi quashed rumours that major dams in the province sustained damage from the earthquake. The governor “revealed that the province was constantly updating its contingency plans in anticipation of future emergencies and that a final plan would emerge by the end of next week”. However, the Kanchanaburi Tourism Association is not hanging around waiting for the governor’s plan to emerge. It’s going to invite geologists to a meeting to inform local residents of earthquake risks. That should be a hoot.

Hospitals on alert after no one injured

Phuket is ready to cope with any future natural disaster, according to a public health official. “The health care system is running smoothly and health officials were well-prepared for the earthquake, although no casualties or damage were reported.” Well, it would run smoothly if no one had to do anything wouldn’t it?

Murky red canal blamed on quake

Bathers in Krabi were warned to stay out of water yesterday when one of the provinces major canals, Thaa Poom, normally known for its crystal clear water, turned red and murky, apparently as a result of the earthquake off the coast of Sumatra. The TNA reports that tourists were disappointed after being told that they could not swim in the canal that suddenly and mysteriously turned red and murky.

Tourists arrive despite no damage

The government’s Public Relations Department chipped in with this one: Somsak Thepsuthin, the Minister of Tourism and Sports, said “the latest earthquake situation has not resulted in tourists canceling their flights to Thailand”. A quake hundreds of kilometers away that caused virtually no damage or injuries here, has not put tourists off visiting. Wow!
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