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THE REGION

MORE CRUISE TOURISTS, MORE WORRIES

[Channel News Asia: 30.1.07; VietnamNet Bridge: 31.1.07; Bluewater Network website; State Environmental Resource Center (SERC) website] – DURING the 26th ASEAN Tourism Forum (ATF), which was hosted by Singapore in January, ASEAN kicked off a plan to promote Caribbean-style cruises in the region aimed to woo high-spending tourists from the US, Europe, Australia and New Zealand. Some 1.2 million tourists are expected to cruise Asia by 2020, and ASEAN wants to capture at least half of that market as soon as possible. A working group has been set up to draw up a blueprint for the project with a focus on building cruise terminals, launching a joint marketing campaign and training personnel. The Japanese government has agreed to help ASEAN implement the cruise tourism project.

   What ASEAN decision-makers have apparently not taken into account is that the rapid expansion of the cruise ship industry has triggered a public outcry in the Caribbean and North America because of its pollution-related impacts. 

   According to the US State Environmental Resource Center (SERC), cruise ships can carry up to 5,000 people and create tremendous amounts of waste. During a one-week trip, a typical cruise ship produces 50 tons of garbage, one million gallons of graywater (wastewater from sinks, showers, galleys, and laundry facilities), 210,000 gallons of sewage and 35,000 gallons of oil-contaminated water.

   Moreover, the cruise ship industry is one of the biggest contributors to global-warming-related greenhouse gas emissions within the travel and tourism industry. The Bluewater Network that campaigns against the pollution of the world’s oceans by ships has found that in one port visit, a single cruise ship generates the emissions of more than 12,400 cars. The ship smokestacks release toxic emissions that lead to acid rain, global climate change, and damaging health effects to communities situated near ports. 

   Despite the fact that ocean cruise liners are more energy efficient than other forms of commercial transportation, marine engines operate on extremely dirty fuels, known as ‘bunker oil’. To compound the problem, engines on these ocean-going ships are currently not required to meet the same strict air pollution controls as cars and trucks are required to do.

   The Asian cruise ship industry is currently not in the same league as North American or Caribbean cruises, and destinations are ill-equipped to accommodate larger ships and higher volume of visitors.

   In the Vietnamese port city Da Nang, for example, authorities find it hard to cope with the rapidly increasing number of cruise tourists. In January 2007 alone, Da Nang received 10 cruise ships with 4,000 tourists from China, Hong Kong, France, Italy and Germany. According to shipping agents and travel firms, Da Nang port will this year receive 50 ships and 22,000 tourists, the highest ever figure for cruise ships and passengers docking at Da Nang port.

   Vietnamese sources say that Da Nang port is not yet ready to meet the requirements for cruise tourism. The problem lies in the fact that Da Nang needs a port specifically designed to serve tourists. The Da Nang city leadership has decided to change the Han River port (also in the Da Nang port complex), which is polluted and causes traffic jams in the centre of the city, into a tourism port. But it will take years to complete the project.

    Most of the cruise tourists coming to Da Nang are old and wealthy people. But Da Nang has neither 4- 5 star hotels to accommodate them nor attractive sightseeing places and high-grade shopping centres.

    Recently, the Da Nang People’s Committee instructed the chairmen of district peoples’ committees to take responsibility for ‘a clean tourism environment’ and security at sites frequented by visitors. 

    As it stands, ASEAN countries urgently need to take steps towards proper regulation and management of cruise tourism. To avoid environmental hazards, it is particularly important to monitor cruise ship operations and to prohibit the ships from releasing toxic emissions and discharging untreated waste waters, sewage and solid waste.   (
Analysis

UNEVEN DEVELOPMENT COMES WITH OPEN BORDERS

The following is a shortened version of an article by Johanna Son [Inter Press Service/NewsMekong: 10.2.07]

IN the town of Bo Ten in Laos, near the border with China, local people are now busy being trained to be card dealers, as they prepare for their new jobs at a soon-to-rise casino owned by a Chinese company. In January, Burma and Laos formally opened their first border checkpoint just north of the Golden Triangle. This is between Banpong in Burma, right on the west bank of the Mekong River, and Ban Mom on the Lao side.

   Earlier on 20 December 2006, the second cross-border bridge spanning the Mekong River, connecting Savannakhet in Laos and Mukdahan in Thailand, was inaugurated. There are plans for a third, linking northern Chiang Rai in Thailand, with Houey Sai in Laos.

   These snapshots reflect the buzz of activity that shows how borders – territorial, economic and social – continue to be torn down in the Mekong region, one where up until two decades ago, the government officials of countries were not even on talking terms with each other. 

   Formerly divided by war and conflict stoked by foreign intervention, the Mekong region – comprising China’s western provinces of Yunnan and Guangxi, Thailand, Laos, Burma, Cambodia and Vietnam – is becoming much more connected by roads and flights, investments across borders and by regional economic players, infrastructure projects in one country that affect another, falling tariffs at borders, as well as increasingly mobile populations.

   But while the region is now more interconnected, development and its economic benefits have also been uneven - and raise questions about gainers and losers. Some trends also indicate the onset of increased competition and possible tensions with the region in the future, not least given the emerging roles of China and Thailand in the Mekong region, and concern about exploitation facilitated by easier movement in the region.

   At a conference on the ‘Critical Transitions in the Mekong Region’ in Chiang Mai in late January, no one among the experts - from Asian Development Bank (ADB) officials to activists - disputed that economic changes do affect different sectors differently. 

   For instance, the casino project in Bo Ten in Luang Namtha in Laos, near the border with China, was given economic logic by its access from a road connecting these countries, but may have undesirable social effects. “Open borders are an opportunity, but there is also that downside to development,” Pattana Sitthisombat, president of the Chiang Rai Chamber of Commerce, said, calling the casino far from his definition of desirable investments. Similar concerns have been raised about other casinos at the Thai-[Burma] border and the Cambodia-Vietnam border, among others.

   The challenge in the region – where the ADB in 1992 pushed a set of infrastructure projects key to the regional integration of it calls the ‘Greater Mekong’ Region– is how to manage the ill-effects of changes these may bring. 

   Today, more than 20 years after the Bank started the GMS scheme, Bank officials say they recognize this. “Connecting markets (by itself) doesn’t always work,” Jean-Pierre Verbiest, ADB country director for Thailand, told the Chiang Mai meeting. Bridges can link countries but their full utility depends on the ease of movement across borders, he explains. Yet having open borders raises other worries – “there are good things” such as allowing movement of goods, “but you can also reverse everything” and realize that borders also ease the mobility of problem issues, he added.

   For a project like the second Mekong international bridge, “whether it leads to a reduction of poverty or whether poverty is just repeated” is a key issue as well, Verbiest pointed out. 

   There are also fears that cross-country roads – central to the Bank’s and the governments’ recipe of interconnecting the region - become highways leading to environmental risk and degradation. For instance, as the East-West corridor from Burma, Laos, Thailand and to Vietnam gets completed, there are reports of a gold mine in Laos near the border with Vietnam that elicits concerns about the exploitation of natural resources. Verbiest concedes that in parts of the North-South corridor, running from Kunming down to Bangkok, one sees truckloads of logs and mined material going in and out of Laos. “These raises a lot of questions,” he said. “At the end of the day, the success or failure of this programme (GMS) is really how it addresses the environmental issue,” Verbiest explained.

   What was once a sketch of plan to link the region through roads is today a network of transboundary roads, with more to come. The ADB says the East- West corridor is completed, except for a stretch inside Burma. Work on the North- South corridor is expected to finish in 2008, and the road from Ho Chi Minh City in Vietnam to Phnom Penh, Cambodia to Bangkok is almost done.

   The Mekong region is an ‘’emerging economic area” and “a new frontier for development”, but the focus on social concerns has lagged behind, says Rosalia Sciortino, a professor at Mahidol University and Chulalongkorn University in Bangkok. “While there is general growth, when you look at the distribution of growth, you see a different picture.”

   Statistics do point to increased trade among Mekong countries. About half of Laos’ trade is with Mekong countries. There has been an explosion in border trade, including in areas that only two decades also were closed – China only opened its borders to the South-east Asian neighbours in the eighties. Sciortino says the Thai-Burma border trade is about thrice the value of formal trade. But the bulk of this economic activity appears to be among the bigger actors like China and Thailand, also the bigger investors in the region.   ( 

BURMA

TOURIST NUMBERS DROP FIVE PER CENT IN 2006 

[Narinjara-Online: 9.2.07] - SOME 630,060 foreigners visited the military-ruled country in 2006, down five per cent from 2005. Despite this decrease, the country's tourism revenue rose seven per cent year on year to US$164 million in 2006. This is attributed to a spike in hotel fees, said a government official, who declined to be named.

   Some hotels increased their fees by 20 per cent during Burma's tourism season, which lasts from October through March. Tourism is a key source of income for the military-ruled Burma, which is subject to an international tourism boycott and economic sanctions because of human rights abuse and the detention of democracy leader Aung San Suu Kyi (see also commentaries below).

   Aung San Suu Kyi has repeatedly urged foreigners to not travel to Burma in a bid to pressure the junta, which has ruled the impoverished country since 1962. Most tourists arrive in Burma overland, through border points with Bangladesh, China, India, Laos, and Thailand, but specific figures are not available.

   Of the foreign visitors arriving at the airport in Rangoon in 2006, most were from Thailand, namely 30,400. China ranked second with 24,893, followed by 18,945 Japanese and 18,265 Korean tourists. Among European visitors, Germany ranked top with 18,003, followed by the French with 15,498. The number of American visitors to Burma totalled 18,052. (
Opinion

I. BURMA TOURISM – A MORAL MINEFIELD

The following is edited from a commentary by The Irrawaddy’s chief editor Aung Zaw [February 2007]

ONE question often posed by foreign friends and visitors who come to my office is whether they should visit Burma. I find it difficult to offer a straightforward answer. In order to sound out the opinions of others, I put the same question to other foreign friends and Burmese people involved in Burmese affairs and the tourism business. Understandably, their reaction is mixed and cautious.

   Since last October, prior to the high season, local papers and pro-regime journals were upbeat. In early October, the 7 Day News journal reported on an American millionaire’s visit to Pagan and Mandalay —“An American named Mr Sam Zell who is on the Forbes magazine list of the 400 richest Americans and his six-member party arrived in Bagan [Pagan] by helicopter on 5 October.”

    Hotels at Chaung Tha Beach, on the Bay of Bengal, were also ready to welcome tourists, and had received many reservations, the paper claimed, extolling the peaceful and relaxing holidays to be enjoyed there. 

    In December, a European traveller who often visits Burma noted that a Thai Airways flight to Rangoon was full. Although EU governments discourage their citizens from visiting Burma, holidaymakers included Swiss, German and French tourists.

    “Your country has the potential to become a top tourist destination,” said the traveller. “Many want to visit Burma, but the regime has little idea how to promote tourism.” He cautioned, however, that the tourism industry was still very much controlled by the military and its cronies. He saw taxi drivers, tourist guides and hoteliers enthusiastically awaiting the arrival of more tourists. If tourism ever became one of Burma’s main sources of income, the military and its cronies would monopolize it, he said.

The February 2007 issue of The Irrawaddy has a focus on ‘The Politics of Tourism’ in Burma. Apart from Aung Zaw’s opinion piece on the ‘Moral Minefield’, it includes the following articles:

* Fuelling Repression or Assisting the Oppressed? by Dominic Faulder;

* Thai tourists in Burma, by Sai Silp;

* Travelling in Burma, by Emma Larkin;

* Publish and be dammed? Lonely Planet and Rough Guide compete for readers on opposite sides of the Burma divide; by Jim Andrews;

* An alternative tourism trail, by The Irrawaddy team.

    I know that tourism brings both joy and tears to Burma. Since the regime launched the “Visit Myanmar Year” campaign in 1996, roads have been widened, hotels built and expanded, and some historical palaces have been renovated. At Ngwe Saung beach, a popular tourist destination, villagers living along the beach were relocated when the regime wanted to promote the resort. Villagers still bitterly talk about the forced evictions, which occurred without compensation.

    Hotels, roads and highways were built by regime-friendly companies. One of the top hotels in Rangoon, Traders, was built by the Asia World Company, which is run by former drug lord Lo Hsing-han and his son, Steven Law. There is no doubt that drug money has been poured into the tourism industry. Likewise, several ethnic businessmen and former warlords who were involved in shady business and illicit trade have invested in bus lines, transportation and the construction of hotels and resorts.

    Be that as it may, the tourism industry is still at a standstill in Burma. Tour companies reacted only with optimism when Burma’s neighbours faced troubles and natural disasters. For instance, they saw only the benefits of a spill-over of tourists when Bali was attacked by terrorists or when neighbours were hit by the 2004 tsunami.

   In 1994, two years before the “Visit Myanmar” campaign, about 47,230 tourists visited Burma. In 1996, the regime set the target at 500,000. Only 10 years later, according to official figures, was this target somehow attained. The trouble is that Burma’s military leaders have little idea of what tourists want to see in their country. The sleepy Hotels and Tourism Ministry moved to the new capital Naypyidaw, central Burma, in 2005. The irony is there is not much the ministry can do from there to lure tourists. Consequently, local people and some tour guides in Rangoon told me that it is not the boycott campaign alone that is hurting tourism, but the regime must also share the blame.

   Democracy leader Aung San Suu Kyi, who asked tourists to avoid Burma until democracy is restored, thought of tourism and its impact. She once confided to a visiting diplomat that if her party had been in power, the construction of Traders Hotel so close to the Sule pagoda in downtown Rangoon would not have been approved. But such thoughts and any helpful advice on tourism fall on deaf ears.

    Just before the regime launched the tourism campaign in 1996, a local business magazine, Dana, prepared an article outlining prospects for tourism in Burma. The article contained some interesting points, including warning Burma to be careful of sex tourism and offering advice on how the country should promote ecotourism, business and cultural tourism. The article urged Burma to focus more on economic development, agriculture and exports. The regime’s notorious censorship board axed the article.

    Private sector and tourism officials in Burma should be on their guard to prevent overdevelopment and should learn the downside of tourism from the experience of neighbouring countries.

   Whether tourists can also encourage democracy in Burma is doubtful. When Suu Kyi was asked by a journalist whether democracy could be promoted and human rights abuses prevented more effectively by tourists than by international isolation, she shot back: “Burmese people know their own problems better than anyone else. They know what they want—they want democracy—and many have died for it. To suggest that there’s anything new that tourists can teach the people of Burma about their own situation is not simply patronizing—it’s also racist.”

    True. Although more tourists have been visiting Burma in recent years, we have also seen the regime continue to imprison activists, put pressure on international NGOs, turn a deaf ear to the UN and increase its repression of ethnic minorities. Thus, if tourists open up the world to the people of Burma so can the people of Burma open the eyes of tourists to the situation in their own country, if they are interested in looking.

   In fact, tourists do not normally care whether a country is ruled by a dictator or a democrat. As long as they feel safe and sufficient facilities are provided, they will visit any exotic place. Hence, we see increasing numbers of tourists flock into Laos, Vietnam, China and Singapore.

    As I am not a campaign activist, it is not my business to tell tourists to go or not to go. If you go, that is your decision. But Burma is a moral minefield. If you want to be politically correct, you won’t go. But if you have doubts about the boycott campaign and want to see Burma with your own eyes, then I think you’d better buy a ticket now. But if you do go, I ask you to be a guest of those ordinary Burmese people who also want to be able to travel, free from military dictatorship.   (
II. ‘SANCTIONS ARE FOR AN ETHICAL OR MORAL REASON’

As part of a new strategic dialogue, Kyi May Kaung - a Burmese dissident, artist, poet, and political analyst living in exile - replies to a crucial question asked by Foreign Policy In Focus (FPIF): Which is the best way to effect change in Burma - through sanctions against the government, by engaging the leadership, or some combination of the two? 

Here are some excerpts [FPIF: 18.1.07]

BURMA now is second only to North Korea as a rogue regime, to use the phrase first used by Noam Chomsky. With North Korea, I have heard Wendy Sherman of the Albright Group argue for more engagement, and with respect to North Korea, I agree with her. But North Korea is much more a hermit kingdom than Burma is, and we know much less about it. And so there can be an argument for the United States “engaging” with North Korea just to know what is going on and to have some leverage.

   In the Burmese case, however, the outside world knows a great deal already, more than enough. The United States has very little trade with Burma. As one Burmese dissident from the 1988 generation pointed out at a seminar in Washington D.C. last fall, “we don’t need to go to Burma to find out about Burma. There are thousands of refugees in Thailand and elsewhere, and we can find out everything we need to know from them.” Chiang Mai in northern Thailand is fast becoming the base for many foreign non-profits, Western and Australian expatriates, Burmese refugees, and Burma watchers. In the eye of the storm, in Rangoon itself, there is often a false calm due to the news blackout. A senior broadcaster who once worked at the Voice of America called this “Rangoonitis.” It often affects even western diplomats who unconsciously start to echo the junta’s statements. So, in terms of a token engagement in order to find out more about the system and how it operates, there is very much less of an argument in the Burmese case.

   … Sanctions and Burma have been an academic and policy issue for Burma watchers and foreign policy makers since at least 2001. At that time, the international sanctions movement picked up steam, with great success in divestment achieved by organizations such as The Free Burma Coalition (up to 2003) and Burma Campaign UK. Since then, the junta has sent overseas a steady stream of apologists to argue that sanctions hurt Burma. But their arguments have not been convincing at all.

   Alfred Oehlers has argued convincingly that sanctions in Burma are not scattershot but finely focused and have minimal “collateral damage.” There is no ban on travel to Burma or on exports, including food and medicines.

   To my mind, sanctions in the case of Burma are meant to send a message, to hurt but not to totally bring down a regime. When a tourism ban to Burma was first discussed in the early 1990s by one of the very first Burmese activist groups, the Canadian Friends of Burma, I had mixed feelings about it. On the one hand, the junta will understand nothing except what hurts their pocket book; on the other, total isolation might not be the best idea. Burma-born economist Ronald Findlay, who is an international trade theorist, told me at the time that “sanctions are for an ethical or moral reason.” Later, at an Open Society Institute event in 2004, he said, “Collapse is not an economic term.” By this I think he meant that a nation can go on for decades without a regime change, hanging on at the survival level.

   … The anti-sanctions faction argues for removing sanctions and visa bans against officials and families of the Burmese military regime. But it is impossible to ignore the fact that human rights abuses not only still exist in Burma, they are growing more numerous, more widespread, and also more blatant. Should we listen to the testimony of one million internally displaced persons inside Burma, thousands of political prisoners, and thousands of refugees outside the country? Or should we be taken in by the “arguments” of a few individuals who support engaging with the Burmese generals. Should the free world appear to “reward” such a horrible regime?   (
CAMBODIA

ANGKOR OVERWHELMED BY MARAUDING HORDES OF TOURISTS

[Washington Post: 18.2.07] - AS Cambodia has settled into peace and opened to the world, the temples of Angkor have in recent years gone from stone to gold for the national government. This year, a deluge of tour operators is expected to cart in nearly one million foreign visitors, a six-fold increase since 2000.

   Including Cambodians, the number of visitors to the archaeological park will reach a record two million this year and at least three million by 2010, according to the UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), which identified Angkor as a World Heritage site in 1992.

   The growth has put the Cambodian government in a difficult position, forcing it to balance the potential to make money against the need for preservation, restoration, and study. Preservationists and archaeologists here fear that the frenzy to commercialize Angkor, now also a hot set location for films such as Angelina Jolie's "Tomb Raider ," is winning out over the need for preservation.

   Nowhere is that clearer than at Phnom Bakheng, located atop the highest peak of Angkor, where a number of new guidebooks advise visitors not to miss the sunset from the temple's summit. Tips like that have led to a daily siege by an armada of tour buses around dusk. On a recent afternoon, about 4,000 visitors, speaking Korean, Japanese, Mandarin, English and a host of other languages, scampered to the top of the temple, stepping on pictorial stones and manhandling ancient statues.

  "The problem we're facing is that the pace of visitor growth is accelerating far faster than the ability to manage such huge crowds," said Teruo Jinnai , UNESCO's top official in Cambodia. "There is no doubt that this is beginning to cause damage to the temples and that it has the potential to become much worse if nothing is done."

   Six months ago, the US-based World Monuments Fund (WMF), which is doing major restoration work at Phnom Bakheng, roped off the rapidly deteriorating main stone path leading to the temple area because of a combination of trampling tourists and rain runoff. Inside Phnom Bakheng, statues and carvings in low relief have sustained new damage from tourists. Fresh graffiti have been sprayed alongside sandstone carvings of flying celestial nymphs and Garuda warriors. On one side of the temple, piles of sandbags placed last year to hold up a retaining wall have been damaged by tourists who have climbed and descended the temple's sides without waiting their turn on a number of steep stone staircases.

   "In the 10th century, this was a perfect creation, a structure built with mathematical and religious harmony and where the king and a few of his monks would come to worship," John Stubbs , the WMF vice president for field projects, said as he surveyed the crowds on the temple summit. "But now, look at this," he said. "It simply was not built for these thousands of people to be here at once. Tourism is a double-edged sword. We want everyone to appreciate the importance of Angkor's temples, but not like this."

   The Cambodian government has come under fire over Angkor. Only a few local and foreign businesses appear to be benefiting from the economic boom generated by the ruins, by far Cambodia's largest tourist attraction. The concession to run the admissions centre - which generates tens of millions of dollars a year that preservationists say is rarely pumped back into the site itself - was granted to a politically connected company run by a powerful Cambodian businessman. Many of the street vendors who now peddle trinkets inside the park have come from the capital, Phnom Penh, rather than nearby villages.

   As a result, the rural province surrounding Angkor remains the third- poorest in Cambodia, despite the opening of a string of five-star hotels and shopping arcades in the nearby town of Siem Reap, according to a study released in 2005 by the Cambodian Development Resource Institute.

   The concerned government agency APSARA claims it has not enough funds to properly manage the temples. On the other hand, the government has found the means to push forward on initiatives designed to lure even greater numbers to the park. In recent weeks, authorities launched a pilot programme with Korean tour operators for a night-time ‘sound and light’ show at Angkor Wat. A Japanese tourism company has been granted rights to hold large, moonlit banquets inside the park at US$60 per person.

   "Angkor has become a sort of cultural Disneyland," said Khin Po Thai, a long-time Angkor guide and preservation activist. "We are overwhelmed by the crowds we have now, but they are still trying to bring in more and more people. No one ever sees where the money goes. It certainly doesn't go back into preservation."   (
TOURISM OVERHAUL NEEDED

[Associated Press: 22.1.07; Deutsche Presse Agentur: 11.2.07] - CAMBODIA should not rely on its famous Angkor Wat temple complex to sustain its tourism industry, and should be looking to develop other destinations as well, officials recently said. The advice was given by tourism experts at the launch of a booklet meant to encourage tourists to stay longer to enjoy other attractions that Cambodia has to offer beside its centuries-old monuments.

   About 1.7 million tourists visited Cambodia last year, and about half of them went to see Angkor temples in Siem Reap province, the country’s main tourism hub.

   The ‘Stay Another Day in Cambodia’ booklet reflects the effort to diversify the tourism industry, featuring products and services including ‘ecotours’, local cuisine and cooking classes, traditional massage, as well as visits to development projects, orphanages, rehabilitation centres, artisans and the concerts of master musicians.

   Kate Lloyd-Williams - tourism programme manager of the International Finance Corporation’s (IFC) Mekong Private Sector Development Facility, which produced the booklet with sponsorship from Germany - said most tourists simply "fly away" after touring the temples, buying some souvenirs and taking some pictures. "As we all know, tourists spend less time and money in Cambodia than they do in neighbouring countries," she said.

   Cambodia's pristine islands are also becoming the focus of the government’s push to broaden the base of the country's growing tourism market. The Tourism Ministry’s secretary of state, Thon Khon, was quoted as saying that 61 mostly untouched islands had been identified by the government as ideal development and investment opportunities. "We need to link the Angkor temples to the beaches ... Although we have many tourism sites, our two biggest potential draws are the Angkor Wat temples and the beaches," the Cambodia Weekly newspaper quoted Khon as saying. 

   Earlier this year, the airport in the port city of Sihanoukville reopened, and the Tourism Ministry has announced it is keen to attract tourists from Angkor to the country’s white sand beaches and islands in the south. 

   Apparently, there are a number of bids on the table centred around Cambodian islands in the Gulf of Thailand. Last September, the government announced it had signed an agreement to allow a Russian company to develop a coastal island into a tourist resort with an initial investment of up to US$300 million.   ( 

VIETNAM

GLOBAL CHAINS TAKE OVER VIETNAM TOURISM

[Agence France Presse: 1.2.07; 10.2.07; Thanh Nien News: 30.1.07] – UPON the news of Vietnam’s entry into the World Trade Organization (WTO) hotel investors have flocked to the country with plans for large-scale beachside resorts, hoping to turn the golden sands of the burgeoning holiday destination into a gold mine. Amid the wave of interest, industry experts caution that Vietnam will have to choose between mass tourism and a more sustainable approach that looks beyond profits and preserves the country’s cultural and ecological heritage.

   Recent weeks have seen a flurry of announcements for new luxury beach resorts which leading developers are hoping to build in Vietnam over coming years. Dubai-based Kingdom Hotel Investments (KHI) said it plans to build a US$65-million Raffles resort by 2011 on China Beach, the famed rest & recreation site of American troops during the war. The Raffles Da Nang complex would feature about 150 hotel suites and 15 private villas for sale on 154,000 square metres of beachfront land, said KHI. 

   Singaporean Banyan Tree group has pledged US$200 million to build an international standard tourism and services complex in central Vietnam. The 200-hectare complex in Thua Thien-Hue province's Chan May-Lang Co special economic zone (SEZ) will include six resorts and hotels with 2,400 rooms, according to a memorandum of understanding the firm signed recently with the local government.

   In the far south, Vietnam’s largest island, Phu Quoc, is drawing unprecedented interest as the government is planning to turn the sleepy, coral-fringed get-away into what is called an ‘eco-aqua-tourism’ destination. Under ambitious plans, Hanoi hopes Phu Quoc, an island now best known for its fish sauce production, will draw up to three million tourists a year by 2020, rivalling Phuket and Bali.

   High-end developers from the US, Switzerland and Canada have applied to invest billions of dollars in luxury tourism complexes on the island near the Cambodian border. One project by the US-based Rockingham Asset Management boasts a 2,000 room resort with a 36-hole golf course, villas for rent, entertainment and health care facilities, and even a motor racetrack, according to Thanh Nien News. 

   Switzerland’s Trustee Suisse that specializes in international tax and estate planning is planning a US$2.6 billion development on Phu Quoc. In addition to the resort area comprising of hotels and holiday villas, the 200-hectare complex, to be named ‘Asian Pearl’, will also include a financial centre and residential units.   

   Until recently, Vietnam attracted mainly ‘off-the-beaten-track’ tourists, pioneer travellers who braved visa hassles and cheap hotels when the socialist country emerged in the 1990s from post-war poverty and political isolation. Since then rapid economic development and global integration have raised Vietnam’s profile. 

   “From a PR point of view, the WTO entry sends a message that Vietnam is open and welcomes investment,” said Rick Mayo-Smith, founding partner of Ho Chi Minh-based Indochina Capital, a company that invests in hotels and manages US$300 million in property funds.

   Vietnam wants to boost tourist numbers to six million by 2010, up from 3.6 million arrivals in 2006. Tourism is now the second largest foreign exchange earner for the country after oil and gas. However, there are increasing worries that the government’s keen interest in tourism development will bring unwanted cultural and environmental impacts, as experienced in mass tourism destinations such as Thailand.   (
YUNNAN/ CHINA

DALI – ONCE AND FUTURE CITY

Dali is drenched in history and filled with expressways, writes Pallavi Aiyar in a travel report for The Hindu [4.2.07]

WE arrive in Dali after dark, eyes smarting and head dulled by the long bus journey from Kunming. But, within a few minutes, the mountain-fresh air sweeps away the dullness. This is a city saturated in history; a city at the crossroads of cultures and trade. As the capital of the Nanzhou Kingdom some 1,000 years ago, Dali was the fulcrum of exchanges between southwest China, Tibet and India. The Tea-Horse Caravan Road or Chamadao ran through Dali, making it a conduit for ideas and goods long before ‘globalization’ became a catchphrase. 

   Dali has become a magnet for tourists from across China and backpackers from across the world. The ghosts of caravans and horses dissipate in the face of an aural assault of rock music from cafés with names like ‘Bad Monkey’, mingling with the aggressive shouts of hawkers selling identical bric-a-brac. Dali has become the victim of its own success, the double-edged boon-bane of tourism bringing prosperity and ruin, depending on which way you look at it. 

   The inhabitants of the historic old town are being pressured by the Yunnan provincial authorities to move out of their homes into modern apartments in a new city to the south, to make way for more shops and hotels in the old, picturesque part of town. 

   In the meantime a brand new, ‘old city’ is also under construction featuring cobblestone alleyways and replicas of traditional houses with blue-tiled roofs and high stonewalls. Authenticity seems to hold little meaning for the area's tourism officials. I ponder a world in which copies can increasingly be made ‘better’ than the original, featuring the charm but without the smelly drains; a world where new and old can be used interchangeably, the line dividing them fuzzier all the time.

   The city walls are decorated in fairy lights, a touch of kitsch but pretty nonetheless. Within the walled city, Dali's ethnic minorities are in full Disneyesque display. They pose for photographs in towering multi-hued head wraps and seem frozen in perpetual performances of ‘traditional’ song and dance. 

   Given its location and history, Dali is unsurprisingly a melting pot of ethnicities and cultures. Thirteen ethnic groups, including Hui Muslims and matriarchal Naxi peoples, call the prefecture home, but Dali's most populous minority group is the Bai. Today, little separates the Bai from the majority Han population in China apart from a penchant for eating raw pig. 

   Our Lonely Planet guide talks of a gruelling eleven-hour drive needed to cover the 400-km distance from Dali to Kunming, the provincial capital. It's a 2000 edition and only seven years on, a spanking new expressway cuts the journey time to less than five hours. Fifty million tourists visited Yunnan province in 2005, and the authorities have done an impressive job putting together the infrastructure to support the burgeoning numbers of visitors. But, as we approach Kunming, the air turns to smoke and factory chimneys begin to dominate the skyline.    ( 

DROWNING THE TIGER LEAPING GORGE

The following is edited from a longer report by David Stanway (Interfax China: 8.1.07)

EVEN in the biting cold, thousands of tourists still take the treacherous daily journey through the mountains from Lijiang to see the Tiger Leaping Gorge, one of China's most renowned attractions. However, the entire site could vanish within a few years.

    Anyone who has seen the household garbage and industrial debris that floats across the downstream sections of the Yangtze River would be surprised by its pristine upper reaches, where the Tiger Leaping Gorge is located, but a series of dams and reservoirs could soon shatter the fragile biodiversity of the region.

    At what is described as the ‘first bend’ of the river in south-western China's Yunnan Province, the Yangtze is an almost perfect reflection of the fields, forests and blue skies that overlook it. But the country's power companies are already drawing up plans that will change the area forever.

   "Lijiang's economy will depend mainly on tourism, but our industry is hydropower," said Wang Juqiu, the vice-head of the local Development and Reform Commission.

   The Yangtze River - known upstream as the Jinsha, or the Golden Sands - emerges from the Himalayas and cuts through the sandy banks of northern Yunnan Province before surging through the rich agricultural regions of central China and finally completing its journey in Shanghai on the eastern coast. 

   On its way, as well as posing a perennial flood threat during the summer months, the river also supports thousands of heavy industrial facilities, provides irrigation for countless rural communities and powers the world's biggest hydroelectric plant at the Three Gorges. As it sweeps across the frail banks, it picks up junk, soil and even dead livestock along the way, and the fertilizer run-offs and chemical discharges have already done untold damage to the river's ecosystem. The most recent victim of human development was the baiji (white fin) dolphin, native to the Yangtze River and declared extinct in November.

   Closer to its source, things remain more or less intact, but national government officials say that damming the river will not only provide a significant volume of electricity but will also one cut off one the biggest sources of silt for the flagship Three Gorges Project further downstream.

   Opponents say the new dams, built in part to improve operations at the Three Gorges, will merely divert the silt problem to more vulnerable ecologies further upstream. They also suggest that the error of the Three Gorges is being compounded by errors that will prove to be even more destructive.

   Once the new dams are put in place over the next decade, much of the region will be unrecognizable. After similar projects elsewhere in the province, local residents are concerned about the uncertainties of relocation and the rates of compensation. Experts, meanwhile, worry about the effects on the region's unique natural and cultural heritage.

   Officials with the Lijiang government insisted that all the projects are rigorously checked in order to ensure that they are viable and cause only minimal damage to local heritage and ecology. However, opponents say that legal procedures - including those stipulated by the Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) Law - are not being respected.

   "The large-scale development of hydropower in Yunnan will certainly cause the loss of biodiversity," said Yu Xiaogang, the award-winning local campaigner and founder of the NGO, Green Watershed. "You can say that the nature reserves and heritage zones are the heritage of the entire country, even the entire world. But by now, the local governments and hydropower developers have cooperated to damage this heritage."

   The Tiger Leaping Gorge - in the neighbouring prefecture now known as Shangri-La - is the most infamous of the new facilities. The popular tourist site is expected to be inundated within a decade, and activists are concerned that despite new laws aimed at improving transparency and allowing local citizens to participate in the decision-making process, the project is slowly inching forward in conditions of utmost secrecy.

   Despite claims that the planning has taken into account environmental protection, no EIA report on the Tiger Leaping Gorge has been published, and there are no plans to ascertain what its social impact will be, Yu said.

   The local governments are trying to find the revenues to support the growth of the tourist industry, and to help protect the designated heritage sites that draw sightseers to the region. The greater demand for electricity means that the province has had to make difficult choices, according to Luo Jinrong, the vice-chairman of the Lijiang People's Congress.

    Yu Xiaogang disagrees, however. The new wave of hydropower construction is not aimed at satisfying growing provincial demand. "As far as the demand for hydropower is concerned, we should look at it from a local point of view," said Yu. "The main demand for hydropower in Yunnan is not from Yunnan, but from Guangdong and Southeast Asian countries. Yunnan is already supplying power to Vietnam and Burma, and in the future also wants to supply Thailand."

   He added, "If Yunnan's electricity is consumed locally, the capacity is already enough, and can satisfy Yunnan's economic development, and we don't need to develop any more hydropower."   (
MAJOR RAILWAY EXPANSION UNDERWAY 

[gokunming.com: 8.1.07] - CHINA is planning to invest more than 50 billion yuan (US$6.3 billion) in new railways to link Kunming with other cities in southern Yunnan by 2010, according to a Xinhua news report.

   Aside from boosting tourism and trade between Kunming and southern Yunnan cities including Ruili and Mengzi, the new rail lines will also form the northernmost portion of the planned 5,500-km Trans-Asia Railway, which will link Kunming and Singapore via three rail lines passing through Burma, Laos, Vietnam, Thailand, Cambodia and Malaysia. Construction of the line that will eventually connect Kunming to Vietnamese capital Hanoi has already begun between Yuxi and Mengzi. The Asian Development Bank has recently approved a US$60 million loan to Vietnam to renovate the 285 km of railway connecting northern Hanoi to the Yunnan border at Hekou.

   Preparations have begun for work on the other two lines, which will connect Yunnan to Burma and Laos via border towns Ruili and Mohan, respectively. The 366-km section from Dali to Ruili will cost around US$1.2 billion and is expected to be completed by 2010.

   The railway will facilitate trade within the China-Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) Free Trade Area, the first phase of which will be launched in 2010. By 2015, all members of ASEAN - which in addition to the Trans-Asia Railway countries also includes Indonesia, Brunei and the Philippines - will have entered the 1.8 billion-person free trade area.   (
